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WELCOME TO THE HALL OF HORRORS 


THERE'S ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE SCREAM 


You're right—you can't find it on the HorrorLand map. This old castle is a place for very special 
visitors only. This is a place for kids who have stories to tell. 


Step inside. Welcome to the Unliving Room. Yes, it's cold in here — cold as the grave. 


Come sit by the fire. I like the way the flames make the shadows dance on the wall. Want to hear 
something strange? When the fire is out, the shadows sti// dance on the wall. 


I am the Story-Keeper. Here in the darkest, most hidden part of the park, I keep the doors to the 
Hall of Horrors open. 


Kids find their way here. Frightened kids. Haunted kids. They are eager to tell me their stories. I 
am the Listener. And I am the Keeper of their tales. 


Those shadowy faces on the wall? They are paintings of the kids who brought their frightening tales 
to me. Funny how their eyes seem to follow you around the room—isn’t it? 


We have a visitor today. That boy sitting by the fireplace, so pale, with his hands clasped so 
tensely. His name is Mickey Coe. 


Mickey is twelve. A nice-looking young man. But something has creeped him out. Let's go talk to 
him. 


“What is your story about, Mickey?" 

“Its about a black cat." 

“Aah, yes. A black cat. You may not know this, but black cats can be lucky.” 

“Not for me," Mickey says. 

“Well, go ahead, Mickey. I am the Story-Keeper. Start at the beginning. Tell me your story." 
Mickey swallows. He makes a gulping sound. “Are you sure? It's pretty weird and scary,” he says. 


Go ahead, Mickey. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream at the HALL OF 
HORRORS.... 
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“Let me hold her for a while.” 


Amanda grabbed the cat from my hands and bumped me out of the way. She bumped me so hard, I 
almost fell onto the couch. 


“You don’t have to grab,” I muttered. 

“Its faster, Mickey," she said. You're as slow as a banana.” 
Banana? 

She's weird. 


The Caplans laughed. “I thought you were best friends," Mrs. Caplan said. “Do you always argue 
like that?" 


*No. Never," I said. 
“Yes. Always," Amanda said. 


Mrs. Caplan is a tall woman with long, straight black hair, thick black eyebrows, and big green 
eyes. She loves to wear bright colors, red and purple and yellow. 


She has a deep voice and speaks as if she's onstage. She told us she wanted to be a Broadway 
actress. But she ended up a drama teacher in the high school instead. 


Mr. Caplan is shorter and less colorful. And quiet. He has short, wavy hair, mostly gray. And he 
wears round, black-framed glasses that make him look a little like an owl. 


He was our fifth-grade teacher last year. He was a pretty good teacher, except he talked about his 
vegetable garden too much. 


And it was kind of weird having your next-door neighbor for your teacher. 

Bella, the Caplans' black cat, settled into Amanda's arms and purred softly. Amanda grinned at me. 
I knew what that grin was saying. Bella likes me better than you, Mickey. 

"Bella doesn't usually like to be held," Mr. Caplan said, scratching his gray hair. 

"She's a sweet, sweet cat," Mrs. Caplan said. “But she’s not a lap cat." 

“She sure has taken to you, Amanda," Mr. Caplan said. 

Amanda flashed me that obnoxious grin again. 

She should be nice to me. /’m the one who got us this cat-sitting job. 

But no problem. I'm used to my friend Amanda Underwood. 


I mean, she has lived across the street from me my whole life. So she's like a tree ... or a rock ... 
or a mailbox. You know. Something that's just always been there. 


Amanda seems a lot sweeter than she is. She 1s about two inches shorter than me. She's kind of tiny 
and looks about nine or ten, even though she's my age, twelve. 


She has straight copper-colored hair, big blue eyes, and a tiny mouth shaped just like a little heart. 


A lot of words come from that tiny mouth. I mean, she says about a hundred words to my one. And 
she talks really fast, like she's always excited and in a big hurry. 


I guess I’m the quiet type — especially next to Amanda. 
Don't get me wrong. Amanda and I are best friends. We really like each other. 
We just don't always get along. 


“So let me get it straight," Amanda said, gently petting Bella's back. The cat had her eyes closed 
and made soft purring sounds. “We come here to your house twice a day and feed Bella and give her 
water." 


Mr. Caplan nodded. "That's right. And clean the litter box. Don't forget that part.” 
“That will be Mickey's job," Amanda said. 
Nice! 


“We’ll be sailing for six days," Mrs. Caplan said. She moved her arms to show ocean waves. “But 
you can reach us if you need to. I'll leave you the numbers." 

“PII leave you my brother's number, too," Mr. Caplan added. “In case you have any trouble." 
“We can handle it. Easy job,” I said. 
“We won't have any trouble," Amanda said. “Look how sweet Bella is.” 
The cat raised her head and gazed up at Amanda with her bright yellow eyes. 
“She is so awesomely sweet," Amanda said, cuddling the black cat. 
Famous last words? 


You have no 1dea. 
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The horror didn't start until the second afternoon. 


The idea was to care for Bella twice a day—before school and after school. It was an easy job. 
And fun—especially for me because I’ve always liked cats. 


And the Caplans were paying us each fifty dollars for the week. Not too shabby, right? 


The first day was good. We went in the morning before school. Bella seemed glad to see us. She 
meowed and rubbed against our legs. 


"She's hungry,” Amanda said. “T 11 feed her while you scoop out the litter box.” 
“And tomorrow we'll trade jobs?" I asked. 

“Why would we do that?" Amanda replied. 

It was early in the morning. I didn't feel like fighting with her. 


We fed Bella and petted her a little. Then we locked the door carefully behind us and hurried to 
school. 


That afternoon, Amanda let me feed the cat. Bella gets dry food in the morning and wet food in the 
afternoon. 


I had a little trouble opening the can. The pulltop snapped off. 


"You're as clumsy as an onion," Amanda said. I told you she was weird. “Use the electric can 
opener, Mickey. Want me to do it?" 


“T can handle it,” I said. 
I opened the can easily. Pulled off the lid. Forked the disgusting, fishy stuff into Bella's bowl. 


“Don’t give it to her like that," Amanda said, grabbing the bowl from me. “You have to mash it up 
first." 


“Since when are you the cat expert?" I asked. 

“Since today," she answered. 

Bella sat on her haunches, staring up at the food bowl. Her yellow eyes didn't blink. 

I don't think she cared if the food was mashed up or not. But Amanda always thinks she knows 
everything. 

Bella gulped the food down hungrily. 

“Should we play with her or something?" I said. “Think she's lonely?" 

Bella answered the question for us. She licked the bowl clean. Then she ran off to another room. 

“Maybe cats don't get bored or lonely,” I said. 


“You have something disgusting stuck in your nose," Amanda said. "I've been meaning to tell you 
all day." 


“All day?" I cried. “You waited all day?" 
She tossed back her head and laughed. 


“Mickey, how is it going with Bella?" Dad asked me at dinner that night. 
"Perfect," I said. 
“If you have any trouble, just ask your mom or me for help," he said. 
“Okay,” I said. “But there won't be any trouble." 
Wrong. 


The next morning, we fed Bella and gave her fresh water. Amanda picked her up and put her in her 
lap. The cat pawed at her. She tapped Amanda's shoulder like she was trying to tell her something. 


That made Amanda laugh. 

Then I heard her mutter, “Uh-oh. Oh, noooo.” 

“What’s wrong?" I asked. 

Amanda was tugging hard at Bella's tail. “We have a little problem,” she said. 
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“Problem?” I hurried over to them on the couch. 


“My bubble gum," Amanda said, tugging at the black fur on Bella’s tail. “It flew out when I 
laughed. And now it’s stuck to her tail.” 


I bent down and studied the pink blob stuck in the black fur. 
“Why were you chewing bubble gum at seven-thirty in the morning?" I asked. 


"[ always have bubble gum after breakfast," Amanda said. “It helps get the egg taste from my 
mouth." 


She gave a hard tug. 
The cat yowled and tried to jump away. 
“Help me hold her!" Amanda shouted. 


I grabbed Bella around the middle. She swiped at me with her front paws and tried to squirm out of 
my hands. 


"Can't you twist the gum off?" I asked, struggling to hold the cat still. 
“Her fur is all stuck to it,” Amanda said. “I have to cut it off.” 


She pushed Bella at me. I gripped her and held her tight against my chest. The cat's heart was 
beating so hard. 


I tried to calm her down. But her back was stiff and she held her tail straight out. 


Amanda ran to the kitchen. A few seconds later, she returned carrying a pair of scissors. ^Hold her 
still," she ordered. 


"I'm trying," I said. “She doesn’t like this.” 
"She's being very good," Amanda said. “She’s a very good cat." 


Amanda slid one hand down the cat’s tail. I couldn’t bear to watch. “Just don’t cut her tail off,” I 
said. 


Snip snip. 
“All done," Amanda said. She held up a glob of pink gum covered in fur. 
Bella pulled free and jumped to the floor. She turned and stared at us, her tail curling up behind her. 


“Amanda, look what you did!” I cried. “She has a bald spot on her tail." There was a circle bigger 
than a quarter where I could see the pink skin poking through. 


Amanda shrugged. “It'll probably grow back before the Caplans get home,” she said. “Cat fur 
grows fast.” 


I shook my head. I felt kind of shaky. 


Bella lowered her tail and padded into the other room. 


“You can't even see the bald spot," Amanda said. “No one will notice." 

"We're going to be late for school," I muttered. 

Amanda laughed. “Look at you, Mickey. You're white as a sheet and you're sweating!" 
“So?” 

“So what would you do if we had a real emergency with the cat?" Amanda asked. 
“Totally freak out?" I joked. 

We both laughed. 


After school, we went to my house to drop off our backpacks. In my room, my goldfish were staring 
out of the tank at me. I picked up a box of fish food and started to sprinkle some into the water. 


“Not like that." Amanda grabbed the food box from my hand. “Just give them a little at a time, 
Mickey. You don’t want fat goldfish — do you? “ 


“Huh? Fat goldfish?” I tugged her hair just to be annoying. “Are you the goldfish expert, too?" 


She ignored me and moved to the cage where I keep Zorro, my white mouse. Zorro twitched his 
pink nose and poked it through the cage bars. He likes attention. 


"Are you sure he's getting enough exercise?" Amanda asked. 
“Why don't you go on Animal Planet?" I said. “You could be the expert on every animal." 


Amanda tickled Zorro's head. “Maybe I will,” she said. “Are you giving him carrots and fresh 
fruit?" 
“What’s up with all the advice?" I said. "You re the one who stuck bubble gum to Bella's tail.” 


"Accidents happen," Amanda said. Laughing, she shoved me out of the way so she could be the 
first one down the stairs. 


We crossed the driveway, bumping each other, trying to knock each other over. And we were still 
arguing about who was an animal expert and who wasn't. 


When we were inside the Caplans' house, it took a while to find Bella. She was in the laundry 
room, pressed between the washer and the dryer. It was a cozy spot. Maybe she stayed there a lot. Or 
maybe she was playing hide-and-seek with us. 


She stared up at us with those yellow eyes. Stared hard. Of course, we knew what she wanted—her 
dinner. 


Amanda and I turned and started for the kitchen. Bella stood up and followed us. 


We were crossing the front hall when I saw something that made me gasp. “Oh, no! The front 
door!” I cried. 


We had left it wide open. 
I started toward it but bumped into Amanda. It took me a few seconds to catch my balance. 
“Noooo!” I shouted as Bella took off, running toward the open door. 


“Bella! No! Bella—stop!” Amanda and I screamed. 


But the cat lowered her head and kept running. 
“Bella—wait! Bella!” 
The cat flew out the open door and darted down the front lawn. 


We chased after her. My heart pounded so hard, my chest hurt. Amanda came right behind me, 
screaming Bella’s name. 


I stopped short when I saw the big red truck rolling down the block. 
Bella ran into the street. 

My scream rose over the squeal of the brakes. 

The truck skidded hard. 

I heard a horrible high screech. 

I saw the truck tire bump over Bella. 

The truck jolted to a stop. 


Then ... silence. 


afa 


The driver’s door swung open. The driver jumped down and came running toward us. 


He was a big man with scraggly black hair and a short black beard. His belly bounced under the 
shirt of his wrinkled blue uniform. 


"Bella! Bella?" Amanda had her hands cupped around her mouth and was still shouting the cat's 
name. 


But we both knew the truth. 
"l'mreal sorry!” the truck driver called as he raced to the sidewalk. *I—I couldn't stop in time.” 


“I don't believe it," Amanda said in a whisper. She covered her face with her hands. “This didn't 
happen. No way." 


The driver stopped a few feet in front of us, breathing hard. “The cat—it ran right under my tires," 
he said. “I’mreal sorry. There was nothing I could do. It happened so fast." 





I tried to answer him, but the words caught in my throat. I was shaking so hard, I grabbed on to 
Amanda's shoulder to keep from falling over. 


Her whole body trembled. She had her hands over her face. She kept repeating, “This didn't 
happen. It didn't. It didn't happen." 


I felt sick. Like I was going to puke. I kept swallowing, trying to force it down. 

“T really tried to stop,” the truck driver said softly. He bowed his head. “Sorry. l'mreal sorry.” 
He turned and walked slowly back to his truck, keeping his head lowered. 

A few seconds later, he started the truck engine and rumbled off. 

“The C-Caplans," I stammered. “What are we going to say to them?" 


Amanda finally lowered her hands. Her cheeks were wet from tears. She shook her head. “I don't 
know, Mickey. How can we face them? We killed their cat." 


*[t—1t was an accident,” I started. “We —" 


“No, it wasn't," Amanda said in a whisper. “We were arguing and we didn't realize. We left the 
door wide open. It's our fault. It wasn't an accident." 


Her shoulders shook. 

My stomach churned. A groan escaped my throat. 
“The body,” Amanda whispered. 

I stared at her. "What did you say?" 


“We have to get Bella’s body,” Amanda said. “We can’t just leave her in the middle of the street 
like—like roadkill.” 


Roadkill ... The words repeated in my mind. Bella ... roadkill. 


If only I could push a REWIND button. Make time go back just a few minutes. Just long enough to 


close that front door and save Bella's life. 
“Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath. I started walking slowly to the street. 
“Wait up, Mickey," Amanda said. Her voice trembled. “We’ll go together.” 
My legs were shaking as I stepped onto the curb. “We need a trash bag or something,” I said. 
“No, we don’t,” Amanda replied. “Look.” She pointed to the street. 
I squinted up and down. I gasped in shock. 
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“Bella’s body—it's gone. ' 
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We stood together staring down at the street. The late afternoon sun was lowering behind the trees. I 
felt a cool breeze that made me shiver. 


“I think the truck driver took the body,” Amanda said finally. 
I nodded. “Yeah. He probably didn't want us to see her squashed flat." 


I checked the grass on the other side of the street. And squinted down the curb again. No sign of 
Bella's body. 


I suddenly had the feeling I was about to cry. No way I wanted to do that in front of Amanda. I 
turned my head away, and the feeling slowly faded. 


I still felt sick. My stomach was churning, and I had a heavy feeling in my chest, as if I'd 
swallowed a rock. 


Amanda and I started walking toward my house. We didn't say anything till we reached the front 
door. 


“My parents will be home soon,” I said. ^We have to tell them what happened. Right away.” 
Amanda nodded. “I guess.” Her voice cracked on the words. 

I pulled out my phone. “Maybe I should call my mom,” I said. “Before she gets home." 

“Why?” Amanda asked. 

I shrugged. “Guess I just feel like telling someone. I know it won't make anything better. But ..." 
I flipped open my phone. 

“Wait.” Amanda grabbed my arm. 


The phone fell out of my hand and bounced on the concrete stoop. “Hey—why’d you do that?" I 
cried. I picked up the phone. It was okay. 


“I have an idea," Amanda said. Her blue eyes flashed. I could see she was thinking hard. 

I took a step away from her. “What kind of idea?” I asked. 

“Maybe I’m brilliant,” she said. “Maybe.” 

“What kind of idea?” I repeated. “I don’t like the look on your face. Whenever you get that look 
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“Mickey, shut up and listen to me,” she said. “There are a million black cats in the world, right?” 
I stared at her. I didn’t answer. 


“Well, what if we go to a pet store or the pound or something? And we find a black cat that looks 
like Bella.” 


My mouth dropped open. “I c-can't believe you’ re thinking this," I stammered. 


“We find another black cat,” Amanda continued. “And we substitute it. We bring it to the Caplans’ 
house. And when they come home, we act like it’s Bella. Like nothing bad ever happened.” 


I stared at her. I couldn't speak. 

“Tt could work," she said softly. 

“Amanda, it’s crazy," I said. “It’s totally insane.” 
"Let's try it,” she said. 
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I tried to stop her. I had a hundred questions. But she had an answer for all of them. 
“What makes you think we can find a cat that looks just like Bella?" 
“Mickey, we won't know unless we look." 
“What if it has a completely different personality?" 
“Cats are cats." 


"Let's say we get a new cat. And the Caplans come home and see right away it's not Bella. What 
do we tell them?" 


"Let's worry about that when the time comes," Amanda said. 
I couldn't win. I couldn't stop her. 
She sat down in front of my laptop and started to search. 


It was hard for me to sit still. I had to keep pacing back and forth. It was like my legs had a life of 
their own. 


I kept hearing the scrape of the truck tires, the squeal of the brakes. Again and again, I saw that big 
truck skidding into the little cat. 


The cat Amanda and I were responsible for. 
And now Amanda had this crazy plan that I knew would only get us into deeper trouble. 


She leaned over the keyboard and typed quickly. The glow of the screen made her face look bluish 
green. Like she had turned into some kind of monster. 


Calm down, Mickey. 


My thoughts were getting out of control. If only I could shut my eyes and make the whole day 
disappear. 


“Here it is!” Amanda cried. “Perfect. Come over here and check this out." 

I sighed and stepped up behind her. I leaned forward to study the screen. 

“It’s a store called Cat Heaven," Amanda said. “See the map? I know how to get there.” 
“What makes you think they have black cats?" I said. 

She scrolled down. “Look.” 

I saw row after row of photographs. Cats of every color and size. Lots of black cats, too. 
“These are all for sale?” I said. 


Amanda nodded. “Stop wasting time. Let’s go.” She jumped up and pushed me out of the way. “Do 
you have your bus pass?” 


I glanced at my SpongeBob wall clock. Almost five. Mom and Dad would be home soon. 


“Wait one second,” I said. I scribbled a note to my parents. I told them I was working on a project 


with Amanda. I wasn't lying—right? I said I'd be home in time for dinner. 

A few minutes later, we were on the North Central bus on our way to Cat Heaven. I stared out the 
window and tried not to think about poor Bella. I tried to force her horrifying last screech from my 
mind. 

I didn't even realize I had pressed my hands over my ears to shut out the sound. 

Amanda pulled my hands down. “Mickey, what's wrong?" she asked. 

“Nothing,” I said. 


And then I opened my mouth in a scream as a HUGE yellow-eyed cat—its mouth open, fangs bared 
—rose up in the bus window. 
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“Mickey—stop!” Amanda cried. “You’ve got to calm down. It's just a sign." 

“Huh?” I was breathing hard. “Sign?” 

Amanda pointed. “It’s a big billboard for Cat Heaven." She laughed. “You didn't really think it 
was a giant cat—did you?" 

“Of course not,” I said. I could feel my face turning hot. I knew I was blushing. 


We climbed off the bus at the next stop. The sky was gray. The sun had disappeared behind the 
trees. The cool breeze felt good against my hot cheeks. 


Another giant billboard showed a grinning orange cartoon cat. Amanda and I crossed the wide 
asphalt parking lot heading to the store. I saw only four or five cars parked in the lot. 


The store towered over us, all glass and dark metal. CAT HEAVEN. A blue neon sign—at least two 
stories high—blinked on and off above the glass entrance doors. 


“Wow,” I muttered. “This place is enormous.” 

“Its as big as a Walmart." Amanda agreed with me for once. “And all they sell is cats.” 

“Well ... maybe they wi// have a Bella look-alike,” I said. 

Amanda slapped me hard on the back. “Good attitude,” she said, smiling. “Keep it up, Tomato 
Brain.” 

Tomato Brain? 


The glass doors slid open and we stepped into the store. I blinked, waiting for my eyes to adjust to 
the bright light. 


A strange odor greeted us. It was sweet but lemony. Like air freshener. I guessed they pumped it 
through the store to cover the cat smell. It definitely didn’t smell like a pet store. 


We took a few steps into the store, still blinking and trying to focus. I saw row after row of wire 
cat cages. The aisles seemed to stretch for miles. 


The walls were covered with huge posters of cats. The cats in the posters were all grinning. And 
they were all resting on puffy white clouds—like they were in heaven. Each cat had a gold halo 
floating over its head. 


Soft, tinkly music played. I could barely hear it over the meows and yowls of the caged cats. The 
cat cries were deafening. 


I suddenly remembered being on a camping trip deep in the woods with my parents. And crickets 
started to chirp all at once. Thousands of crickets all around us. All chirping and chirping until you 
couldn’t hear yourself think. 


The cats in this store were even louder than that. 


All down the aisles, I could see them pacing in their cages. Prowling. Pawing the cage walls. 
Trying to set themselves free. 


“This is way weird," I muttered to Amanda. “It—it’s like a horror movie.” 

She pushed me away. “No, it isn’t,” she said. “It’s just cats in cages. How scary is that?” 

I didn't answer. I didn’t want her to think I was a total wimp. And I didn't want to argue with her. 
What I really wanted was to get out of this store and go home. 


I didn’t know why they called it Cat Heaven. The cats didn’t seem happy at all. They all seemed 
restless and totally stressed out. 


"Let's start at the first aisle," Amanda said. 


The first aisle was far in the distance. I saw that the aisles were numbered with white signs. We 
were standing at Aisle 38. 


We were halfway to Aisle 1 when a smiling young woman in a gray uniform hurried up to us. She 
had short, curly blond hair, dark eyes, and a sparkly diamond stud on one side of her nose. 


The name tag on her uniform shirt was shaped like a cat. It read: Lucy. She gave us a friendly wave 
with one hand. I was surprised to see she was wearing gloves. 


“Hi,” she said. “Welcome to Cat Heaven. Can I help you?” 
“Why are you wearing gloves?" I blurted out. 

Her smile grew wider. “Sometimes they bite,” she said. 
“Is there a special black cat section?" Amanda asked. 


Lucy shook her head. “No. They are all mixed in everywhere,” she said. “We tried to organize the 
cats once. But we couldn't do it. Just too many cats. And more come in every day." 


“Do you have a lot of black cats?" I asked. 
“A lot,” Lucy replied. “Like maybe a hundred or two?” 
“Awesome,” Amanda said. “Could we just look around?” 


“No problem,” Lucy replied. She handed Amanda a red plastic figure of a cat with a button in the 
middle. “Push the button if you find a cat you like,” she said. “It’s a beeper. Push it and I'll be able to 
come find you.” She giggled. “Don’t get lost. If you get stranded somewhere deep in the aisles, it 
could be weeks before anyone finds you. You'll have to live on cat food.” 


Nice thought. 
Lucy walked away chuckling about her little joke. 


I gazed down a long row of cats prowling and pawing and clawing at their cages. Some batted at 
little balls that were hanging from the cage roofs. Others slept, curled up tightly. 


“Aisle one?” Amanda said. 
“Aisle one,” I said. We had to shout over the cat yowls. 


Our shoes tapped the brown linoleum floor as we trotted to the far wall. The first cage in Aisle 1 
held two sleek cats, tan with dark fur on their faces. One of them slept. The other one stared out at us 
with narrow, slitted eyes. 


A sign under the cage door read: siamese, scrawled in black marker. 


We started down the aisle, walking side by side. We peered into each cage. 


No black cats in Aisle 1. Amanda and I reached the back wall of the store. It was mirrored, which 
made the rows of cages look even longer than they were. 


We started down Aisle 2. We were about halfway down this aisle when a man's voice rang out: 
“Hey, you two. Here is the cat you're looking for!” 
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A tall store clerk in a gray uniform stood several cages down from us. As we walked closer, I saw 
that he had slicked-back black hair, a long nose that jutted down from two tiny, round black eyes, and 
a pointed chin. He looked like he was half bird or something. 


He smiled at us. His smile was crooked. It made his mouth tilt up on one side. “I’ve got the one 
you're looking for," he repeated. His voice was hoarse and high. 


He pointed into a cage at an orange-and-white cat. The cat sat on its haunches, calmly watching us, 
its tail wrapped under it. 


Amanda and I both let out sighs of disappointment. 

Did we think the man was a mind reader? 

The cat-shaped tag on his shirt read: Lov. 

"Sorry," Amanda said. “That’s not the cat we're looking for." 


Lou blinked his little bird eyes. “This guy is on special today. You can name your price. Take him 
for a dollar. Look what a sweetheart he 1s. Best cat in the store." 


“I don't think so,” I said. “We’re looking —" 


“PI give him to you for free," Lou said. “Here.” He started to open the cage door. “Totally free if 
you buy a twenty-pound bag of cat food." 


“No thanks," I said. “We —" 

“Too old? You’re looking for a kitten?” Lou asked. 

“No. We’re looking for a black cat,” Amanda said. 

“Oh. A little bit of good luck, huh? Most people don’t know that black cats are lucky.” 
“Not too lucky today,” I muttered. Again, I heard the squeal of brakes in my head. 


Lou’s phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket and flipped it to his ear. He waved us away. “Go 
browse. Browse,” he said. “Catch you later.” He started to talk into his phone. 


We hurried away from him. He wasn’t going to be of any help. 


We stopped at a cage halfway down the aisle. There it was—our first black cat! It was batting a 
ball around and didn’t look out at us. 


“Too big,” Amanda said. 

We trotted down the long row. At the very end—another black cat. This one was the right size. 
“Wrong color eyes,” Amanda said. 

We moved on. 

The next black cat was also about Bella’s size. And it had yellow eyes. 

“Its fur is a little shaggier than Bella’s,” I said. 


“No. The fur is okay," Amanda said, bringing her face right up to the cat's cage. “But look." 

It took me a while to figure out the problem. The cat had no tail. Just a short stump on its back end. 
I groaned. “Are you sure you want to keep going?" 

“Of course," Amanda said, trotting on ahead of me. “We just started, Clam Face." 

“But don’t you see how crazy this 1s?” I demanded. 

She ignored my question. I had no choice but to catch up to her. 

We explored row after row. We looked at maybe thirty black cats. None of them matched Bella. 


There was always something wrong with them. Too tall. Too fat. Eyes not the same. Teeth different. 
Paws too big. Too young. Too old. Face just didn't match. 


Finally, I lost it. 


We were at the back wall, somewhere around Aisle 20. I was standing in front of a wooden door 
with large red letters stenciled on the front: KEEP OUT. 


“ENOUGH!” I screamed. 

Amanda spun around to stare at me. 

“Enough! I want to get out of here!” I yelled. I balled my hands into tight fists. 
“Mickey —” Amanda motioned with both hands for me to cool down. 


“This isn’t going to work!” I cried. “We’re not going to find a match, Amanda. This is totally 
insane. You’re crazy! CRAZY!” 


Okay. I admit it. I already said I lost it. 


But the cats were driving me crazy. Hundreds of cats meowing and yowling and pawing and 
clawing. 


“Don’t call me crazy, Prune Head!” Amanda screamed back at me. I think she lost it, too. 
She shot out both arms and gave me a hard shove in the chest. 
I was used to being shoved around by her. But this was harder than usual. 


I stumbled back—into the door marked 
KEEP OUT. 


I hit the door, and it swung open. I fell into a back room. I felt myself swallowed in darkness. A 
deep darkness, silent and cold. 


I fell onto my butt, blinking, my heart pounding. 
“Hey —” I choked out. “Where am I? What is this room?" 
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Amanda poked her head into the room. *Mickey? Are you okay?" 


I climbed to my feet. I brushed off the seat of my jeans. “Yeah. Fine," I said. “Do you think you 
could stop pushing me all the time?" 


She shrugged. “Maybe.” 


She pulled the door open wider and stepped into the room. “Brrr.” She hugged herself. “Why do 
they keep it so cold back here?” 


“I think it's a storage room,” I said. I turned around. And realized I was wrong. 
“Oh, wow." 


I was staring at more rows of cages. The cages were sitting on long tables. Were there cats in these 
cages? I squinted into the darkness, struggling to see. 


Yes. There were dark figures in the cages. Dark and still. 
“More cats!” I told Amanda. 
“But they're silent," Amanda said. 


I gazed around. The room had a high ceiling, gray plaster walls, no signs or posters of cats with 
halos. 


Gray evening light washed down on us from a row of small windows up near the ceiling. Dust 
floated in the beams of light. The air smelled sour. 


I squinted into the nearest cages. Cats shifted from side to side silently. They stared back at me 
with dull eyes. 


Amanda took a few steps along the nearest table. She leaned forward, trying to see the cats clearly 
in the dim light. 


I shivered. I realized the room was so cold, I could see my breath. 

"Let's get out of here,” I said. “Come on. I—I don't think these cats are for sale.” 

Amanda didn’t answer. I saw her halfway down the aisle. She had stopped. She wasn’t moving. 
“Amanda?” I called. “Hey—we’re not supposed to be back here. Come on—let’s get going." 
She didn't move. 


"What's your problem?" I called, my voice suddenly high and shrill. “Amanda? Hey—Amanda? 
What's wrong?" 
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I had a fluttery feeling 1n my chest. Suddenly frightened, I forced myself to move. 
I trotted down the row of cages toward Amanda. My shoes kicked up dust. 
I grabbed her arm. “Amanda? What's up with you? Didn't you hear me calling you?" 
She stared into the cage in front of us. Her mouth hung open. Her eyes were wide. 


I turned and followed her gaze. I stared at the black cat lying in the cage. The cat stared back at us 
with dull yellow eyes. 


*[t—1t looks a lot like Bella,” I choked out. 
Amanda nodded. She finally found her voice. *A lot," she whispered. 
I lowered my face until it was just an inch or two from the wire cage. 


The cat didn't move. For a moment, I thought maybe it was stuffed. But then it blinked and shifted 
its tail behind it. 


“It’s the same size as Bella,” I said. “Is it a female?" 


“Think so," Amanda murmured. “Look, Mickey. It has the same yellow eyes. And kind of the same 
face, don't you think?" 


I studied the cat. Yes. Yes. The fur was the same length as Bella's. I couldn't see the cat's face 
clearly in the dim light. But it seemed pretty much the same. 


The cat yawned. It made a soft whining sound as it did. 


“I think I saw Bella yawn like that once," Amanda said. She squeezed my shoulder. “Mickey, I 
think this is the cat we want. I think we've found the right cat. Yaaay!” 


I realized my heart was pounding. I was excited, too. Could this crazy idea of Amanda's actually 
work? 


The cat stood up suddenly. It made a small circle, its tail curling around its body. 
“Its a female," Amanda said. “She is almost perfect, don’t you think?” 


I couldn't stop a grin from spreading across my face. “Yes!” I pumped a fist in the air. Then I 
bumped knuckles with Amanda. “I think this is definitely Bella Two,” I said. 


“We'll bring her to her new home and let her get acquainted with it,’ Amanda said. She had her 
eyes on the cat as it circled its cage. 


“The Caplans won't be home for four or five days," I said. “That will give Bella Two plenty of 
time to make herself at home and get used to everything in their house." 


“When they get back, they won't notice a thing," Amanda said. “Am I a genius? Or am I a genius?” 


“Don’t get crazy,” I said. *You're not up to genius yet. First, let's buy Bella Two and get her home. 
Push the button on that buzzer. It'll call that girl Lucy." 


Amanda pulled the buzzer thing out of her pocket. I reached for the cage latch and started to swing 


open the wire door. 


And an angry voice from the doorway boomed: “Step back from that cage. What are you two doing 
back here?" 
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I closed the cage door and jumped back. I bumped into Amanda and we slammed into the table behind 
us. 


The man came running toward us, his footsteps heavy on the concrete floor. As he came nearer, I 
recognized him. The tall sales guy we met up front—the one named Lou. 


Breathing hard, he swept back his oily black hair. “You can't —” he started. 

But Amanda interrupted him. *We'd like to buy this cat,” she said. She patted the side of the cage. 
“No. Sorry,” Lou replied. “You shouldn't be back here. It’s off-limits to customers." 

“But we found the cat we want," Amanda insisted. 

Lou shook his head. “Sorry, guys. These cats are special. They’re not for sale.” 

“Special?” I said. “How do you mean, special?” 


Lou gazed at me, but he didn't answer my question. He motioned to the door. “We need to get you 
out of here,” he said. 


Amanda put on her best pleading face. She made her eyes really wide and her mouth all pouty. “But 
we really really really need this cat,” she said. 


“Well pay double," I said. I don't know where that idea came from. It just popped out of my 
mouth. 


“Yes,” Amanda quickly agreed. ^We'll pay double for this one. Whatever it costs. And we'll be 
your best best friends for life!" 


That made Lou chuckle. His tiny eyes flashed for a second. 
“Trust me, guys," he said, shaking his head. “I don't think you want that cat." 
“But—but —" we both protested. 


“Come up front with me,” Lou said. “I have plenty of black cats you will like.” He turned away 
from us and started to the door. 


Amanda leaned close and whispered to me: “We need this cat. Not another black cat. What are we 
going to do?” 

Lou was waiting for us in the doorway. 

Suddenly, I had an idea. 


“We’ll go up front with him," I whispered to Amanda. “Distract him somehow. Make a fuss or 
something. Just keep his attention. You’re good at that.” 


“And what are you going to do?" Amanda demanded. 


I pointed to a back door. It was narrow and made of solid wood, nearly hidden in darkness at the 
far wall. 


“You keep him busy,” I whispered. “T1 sneak back in here. 1l grab the cat and run out through that 


back door." 
Amanda gasped. “You mean steal her?" 
I stared over Amanda's shoulder at the cat. The perfect cat. 
“We have to," I said. “We don't have a choice." 


Amanda had a strange look on her face as we followed Lou out of the back room. I knew I had 
surprised her. She is usually the bold one. 


We walked down a long aisle of cages toward the front of the store. We stopped in front of a cage. 
Lou pulled out a black cat. He held it in his arms for a moment. Then he started to hand it to Amanda. 


But Amanda tossed back her head and let out a loud sneeze. 
She sneezed again. Again, even louder and harder. 

“I think I m allergic to this cat." 

She went into a total sneezing fit. 

Perfect. What an actress! 


Time for me to move. Lou had his eyes on Amanda. I took a deep breath and crept as fast as I could 
down the aisle to the back room. 


My heart pounding, I reached for Bella Two's cage door. I fumbled with the latch. Swung the door 
open. 


I reached inside for the cat. 

Would she give me a hard time? Try to squirm away? 

No. She just stood there and let me wrap my hands around her middle. 
Carefully, slowly, I lifted her out of the cage. 


She seemed very relaxed. She didn't tense up her muscles at all. She didn't paw at me. And she 
didn't make a sound. 


What a sweet, gentle cat, I thought. 


I could hear Amanda sneezing her head off in the front of the store. Lou was calling for someone to 
help her. 


I lifted Bella Two onto my shoulder, and I strode quickly to the narrow back door. I held her tightly 
against me with one hand. I could feel her heart beating steadily on my shoulder. 


I gripped the door handle with my free hand—and pushed. 
The door didn't budge. 

I looked for some kind of lock. No. 

I pushed again. The door was jammed. 

I switched the cat to my other side. Then 

I lowered my shoulder—and smashed it into the door. 


Pain shot down my arm, down my side. 


But the door didn't budge. 
I glanced all along the back wall. No other doors. 


I was stuck. No way out. 
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The cat lowered her head against me and clung to my shoulder. 


I gazed all around for an escape route. Panic made my blood pulse at my temples. I was breathing 
rapidly, short, wheezing breaths. 


I heard a whistle. Like a police whistle. 

“Huh?” I raised my eyes to the open door. 

I saw Lou running toward me. He had his eyes on the cat in my arms. 

Amanda stood behind him, her eyes wide with fright. “Run, Mickey!” she shouted. “Run! He —" 
Her voice was cut off by another loud blast of Lou's whistle. 

A clanging alarm went off. Cats began to yowl. 

“Stop right there! Drop that cat!” Lou screamed over the noise. 

He blew his whistle again as he came thundering up the aisle toward me. 

I gripped the cat tightly. I froze for a moment, froze in total panic. 


Then I started back to the door. In my panic, I bumped into a row of cages. I sent them tumbling to 
the floor. 


The cages clattered loudly on the concrete. Doors flew open. Cats came slithering out. 
I didn't care. I had to get Bella Two out of there. 

I lowered my shoulder and barreled into the narrow back door. 

One last try. One last desperate try. 

I went crashing into the door—and it swung open. 

“Yesss!” 

I stumbled out of the store. I nearly dropped the cat. 


Pressing her to my shoulder, I caught my balance and started to run. I could still hear the clanging 
alarm and Lou's angry shouts behind me. 


My shoes thudded in the empty parking lot. Cats wailed and cried. Did other cats escape? 


I could see the street curving up ahead at the end of a wide patch of tall weeds. Huge trees at the 
edge of the road cast long black shadows over the weeds. 


The sun had gone down. The sky was charcoal gray. The cool wind brushed my hot face. 


I swung back, gasping for breath. The back door of the store stood open. But I didn't see Lou or any 
store clerks coming after me. 


The black cat stretched her paws over my shoulder and lowered her head. She didn't try to squirm 
or pull away. I couldn't believe how calm she was. 


The wind sent a Coke can rolling across the pavement. I nearly tripped over it. A sharp pain 


stabbed my side as I ran as fast as I could. I wanted to reach the trees, where I could hide. 
"It's okay, kitty. It’s okay," I murmured as I stepped into the tall weeds. They shifted from side to 
side in the night breeze. They brushed the legs of my jeans as I ran to the trees. 


I ducked behind a wide tree trunk and waited. I sucked in breath after breath. I knew the tree hid me 
from the store. Pressing my back against the tree, I listened for Lou's shouts and his whistle. 


Cars moved slowly along the crowded street. People were still driving home from work. 
Headlights swept over me. 


Holding the cat tightly, I dropped to my knees behind the tree. I needed to catch my breath. I needed 
to try to think clearly. 


But I let out a scream of surprise when a voice right behind me shouted: 
"Where's the cat?" 
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I spun around. “Amanda!” I cried. *I—I didn't see you!” 
She hunched down in the weeds. She pointed at Bella Two on my shoulder. “Is she okay?” 
“Yeah. Fine,” I said. I stared behind her. “That store guy—?” 
“I didn’t see him,” she said. “I ran out the front and circled back." 


She lifted the cat away from me and held her in her arms. “How are you doing, Bella?” she asked, 
speaking softly. She rubbed the cat’s back. 


“Yes, your name is Bella now.” 
The cat purred. 
“Calm as a pineapple,” Amanda said. 


“Well, /'m not,” I said. “We killed one cat. Now we've stolen another one. We have to get home, 
Amanda. We —" 


“Look how sweet and gentle she is,” Amanda said. "She's perfect, Mickey. I think our luck is 
changing." 
Just as she said that, I heard Lou's shouts from the parking lot. 


I raised my head over the weeds. I saw Lou running hard, waving both arms wildly. “Stop! You 
two! Stop right there! STOP!” he screamed. 


Amanda and I jumped up. We turned and ran. The weeds rustled and bent as we pushed through 
them to the street. 


Glancing back, I saw Lou, still waving and shouting. He reached the edge of the parking lot. He 
dove into the weeds, coming after us. “Stop! Stop! Both of you!” 


Amanda and I had no place to run. We stood on the edge of the road. Cars honked at us as they 
rolled past. 


"He's got us trapped!” I cried. “We can’t escape him.” 


Amanda held on to Bella tightly I watched Lou thrashing his way through the weeds. He was only a 
few yards away from us. 


When the bus pulled to a stop, I cried out in surprise. "No way!” I didn’t realize we were standing 
at a bus stop. 


Amanda and I dove onto the bus. 
The driver squinted at Bella. “Pretty cat,” he said. 
The bus doors slid shut just as Lou came bursting out of the weeds. 


The bus pulled away. I saw the angry look on Lou's face. He shook both fists in the air. I couldn't 
hear him, but I could see he was still shouting furiously. 


Amanda and I stumbled to the back of the bus. We sank down in the backseat. We were both still 


breathing hard. My face was drenched in cold sweat. 

We didn't speak all the way back to the Caplans' house. Bella was totally calm, as if nothing 
special was going on. 

We were carrying her up the Caplans' driveway when my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket. 


“I know, Mom,” I said. “Sorry I'm so late. Amanda and I got hung up with the cat. P11 be home in five 
minutes." 


I didn't lie—right? We really did get hung up with the cat. 


Now I began to worry about how this new cat would act being in a strange house. She had been 
perfectly calm so far. But being in a new place with strange rooms and strange smells ... would it 
freak the cat out? 


Would she smell the old Bella? Would that make her upset? 
Only one way to find out. 


We carried Bella Two into the Caplans' living room. This time, I carefully closed the front door. 
Amanda set the cat down gently on the rug. 


The cat just stood there for a long moment. She gazed up at Amanda. But she didn't look around. 
And she didn't seem eager to go exploring. 


She waved her tail slowly from side to side. Then she took off suddenly. Her paws padded the 
carpet silently as she darted around the couch, onto the tattered pillow beside it on the floor. 


Amanda and I exchanged glances. “That’s the old Bella’s favorite spot,” I said. “And the new Bella 
went right to it. Weird.” 


“Weird as a raspberry,” Amanda said. 


Raspberry? Before I could try to figure that one out, Bella leaped up from the pillow. She ran into 
the kitchen and stopped at the space beside the fridge. 


She lowered her head and licked her empty food dish. Then she meowed, like she was asking for 
her dinner. 


I turned to Amanda. “How did the cat know where her food dish was?” I asked. 
Amanda shook her head. “Beats me. She ran right to it.” 

“Maybe she smelled it,” I said. 

I pulled a can of cat food out of the cabinet. I opened it, then forked it into the food dish. 


The new Bella dug in to it, chomping and slurping as if she hadn’t been fed in days. She made the 
funniest noises, gulping and coughing as she sucked down the fishy-smelling gunk. 


“Wow, she was starving!” Amanda declared. “Don’t they feed the cats in Cat Heaven?” 


Hearing the name of the store made me shudder. I pictured stealing the cat again. And our narrow 
escape. I pictured Lou, all red-faced and furious, shaking his fists at us as we roared away on the bus. 


I knew I'd have nightmares that night. 


Bella licked her food dish till it was sparkling clean. Then she lapped up some water from the 
water bowl. 


Amanda had a big grin on her face. “Look at her, Mickey,” she said. “Look how perfect this cat is.” 

I had to agree. She looked a lot like the old Bella. She was about the same size. Her yellow eyes 
were the same. Her tail was just about the right length. 

“She even has the same cute perked-up ears,” I said. “This could work, Amanda. It really could. 
Maybe you are a genius!” 

Her grin grew wider. “Told you so.” 

I started to bump knuckles with Amanda. But before I could reach her, I saw the cat sway back onto 
her hind legs. 

Bella pulled back her lips, bared her teeth—and let out a shrill screech from deep inside her. Her 
eyes started to glow bright yellow. 

Before I could move, she leaped off the floor. Leaped high into the air. 

“Whooooa!” A shocked cry burst from my throat as the cat landed on my chest. I staggered back. 

She screeched again. It sounded like a scream in a horror movie. 

Her eyes glowed brighter. I saw her teeth ... saw her claws poke out from the furry paws. 


No time to move. No time to push her away. 
The cat swiped her claws down my chest—and slashed the front of my T-shirt in two. 


"Owwww! " I let out a howl of pain. 


The cat dropped to the floor, landing on all fours. She took off running and disappeared down the 
hall. 


I staggered back against the fridge. I pulled apart my slashed T-shirt and examined my chest. 
“Did she cut you?" Amanda demanded. “Are you bleeding?" 


“N-no,” I stammered. My voice came out in a choked whisper. “I’m only scratched. She didn't 
break the skin." 


Amanda shook her head. “I don't believe it. She ripped your shirt to rags. ' 


“What was that about?" I said, trying to pull the two sides of my T-shirt together. My hands were 
shaking. I couldn't get over my shock. *One minute she was enjoying her dinner. The next ..." 
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“Nervous, I guess,” Amanda said. “She’s just tense. A new house. New people. It must be very 
frightening to a cat.” 


I took a deep breath and held it. "She—she attacked me. Like a wild animal.” 


I followed Amanda to the back of the house. I saw the new Bella on the Caplans’ bed. She had 
curled into a ball on one of the pillows. Her eyes were closed. She seemed to be sleeping peacefully. 
Right at home. 


“Like a wild animal,” I repeated in a whisper. 


Amanda tugged my torn shirt hard. “She needs time to get used to everything. It’s a good thing the 
Caplans won’t be back for a few days. By the time they get home, Bella will be perfectly sweet and 
normal.” 


I gazed at the black cat curled up so comfy on the Caplans’ bed. “Amanda, I sure hope you're 
right,” I said. I tugged her arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here—before she wakes up and attacks 
again.” 


“Mickey, you sure spend a lot of time at the Caplans'," Mom said at dinner. “How are you and 
Amanda getting along with that cat?” 

I nearly choked on my chicken leg. That was the /ast question I wanted to be asked tonight. 

“Fine,” I said. “Everything is perfect.” 


I had a strong urge to tell Mom and Dad the truth. To tell them everything that had happened today 


We left the Caplans’ front door open. Bella ran out and got run over by a truck. 


Then we stole a black cat from a store and just barely escaped. The cat looks a lot like Bella, so 
we re hoping to fool the Caplans. 


But after we fed the new cat tonight, she went berserk and attacked. She leaped on me like a 
wild creature and raked her claws down the front of my shirt. 


But I was afraid to tell them the truth. And I definitely didn't want them to tell the Caplans what 
Amanda and I had done. 


“If you enjoy this so much," Dad said, “maybe you'll want your own cat.” 
“Uh ... maybe,” I said. 


Later, up in my room, I fed Zorro. I gave him some bits of lettuce and a tiny piece of apple. After 
his dinner, I tickled his stomach for a little while. He likes that a lot. 


He's a very cute mouse. I love the way he gets excited when I come into the room, and he starts to 
wiggle his nose like crazy till I pet him. 


I fed my three goldfish, too. I named them Nick, Joe, and Kevin. Good names for fish. 


I did some homework. I texted some of my friends. I tried to call Amanda, but I got her voice mail. 
I didn't leave a message. She never listens to her messages. 


Later in bed, I couldn't get to sleep. I kept thinking about the old Bella and the new Bella. Could 
Amanda and I really get away with this trick we were pulling on the Caplans? 


Thinking about it made my throat tighten. I could feel my dinner churning around in my stomach. 


I shut my eyes and tried to concentrate on sleeping. But the harder you concentrate, the more awake 
you are. 


My bedroom window was open. The curtains made a rustling sound as they floated in a soft breeze. 
In the far distance, I heard a horn honk. 


Relax ... just relax, I told myself. 
But I gasped and jerked straight up in bed when I heard the sound. 
A shrill cat yowl. 


From under my bed? 
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I grabbed the covers with both hands. Sat up straight and listened. 
Silence. Just the soft shifting of the window curtains. 
And then—another angry yowl. From beneath the bed. 


My heart pounding, I half fell, half leaped out of bed. Dropped to my knees. Pulled up the 
bedspread and peered under the bed. 


No. Too dark. 


I climbed to my feet. Fumbled for the lamp on my bed table and clicked it on. Blinking in the 
yellow light, I dropped back to the floor. 


No cat under there. 

I saw a lot of dust and a tennis ball and a sneaker I' d been searching for. But no cat. 
“I didn't dream it." I said the words out loud. “Where are you, cat?" 

Silence. 


I sat on the edge of my bed and waited for my heartbeat to slow to normal. My hands and feet were 
suddenly ice-cold. 


My pajama bottoms were twisted. I stood up to straighten them—and heard the cat's shrill cry 
again. 


From across the room? 
I jumped up, gazing all around. No sign of a cat. 
Could the sound be coming from outside? 


I crossed to the window and peered out. Pale moonlight washed over the front yard. It made the 
bushes and lawn look silvery and unreal. 


I didn’t see a cat down there. 


I grabbed the bottom of the window and pulled it shut. The curtains fell back in place against the 
wall. 


I stood there for a while, frozen. Listening. Listening hard. 

Finally, I climbed back into bed. I didn’t turn out the light. I pulled the covers up to my chin. 
I shut my eyes—and heard the cat’s cry again. 

“No!” I shouted. “Where are you? Where?" 

Did Bella somehow escape the Caplans’ house? Did she follow me home? 

If she did ... why couldn t I see her? 


I climbed out of bed again. I searched the entire room. Everywhere. Under my desk. Under the pile 
of dirty clothes on my closet floor. I even opened the dresser drawers and peered inside. 


No cat. 


I was down on my hands and knees, searching under the bed again, when I remembered a totally 
scary horror movie Amanda and I had seen at the mall. It was about an evil cat that haunted a family 
from inside the walls. 


I was so freaked out by that film, I made my dad move my bed away from the wall. 
Yeeeeoow. 

I heard the cat again. So close. It sounded close enough to reach out and touch. 

I spun all around. No cat. 


I walked to the wall. I pressed my ear against the red-and-white-striped wallpaper. “Are you in 
there?" I cried in a trembling voice. I listened. “Are you inside the wall?" 


Silence. 

Was I going CRAZY? 

No. No way I was imagining this. 

I couldn’t stop shivering. My eyes darted around the room as I made my way back to bed. I pulled 
the covers up again. 

I clicked off the bed table light. I scooted down low in the bed. I started to shut my eyes. 

Yeeeeeow. 


“Oh, no!” A cry escaped my throat. Right above me on the wall ... a shadow ... a shadow reflected 
from the streetlight on the curb. 


The shadow of a cat. 
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I stared in horror. I don't know how long I stared, not blinking, not moving. Finally, the cat shadow 
vanished. 


I stared at the wall where it had been. Chill after chill ran down my back. 
Then ... I heard a soft splash. 
What could that be? The bathroom was across the hall. What could splash in my room? 


I reached for the lamp and clicked on the light. Across the room, I saw Zorro's cage. Beside it—the 
fish tank. 


Even in the dim light, I could see the water in the tank washing against the sides. Tilting up and 
down. 


I squinted at it, trying to understand. Why was the water splashing in the tank? 


I took a deep, shuddering breath. Then I lowered my feet to the floor. I crossed the room and 
stepped up to the goldfish tank. 


Where were my fish? 


Too dark to see clearly. I moved to the door and clicked on the ceiling light. I returned to the fish 
tank ... 


... and let out a cry of horror. 


The water washed from side to side. And floating on top of the water ... floating on the top ... 
pieces of orange and yellow. 


Little chunks of goldfish. 
“No!” 


I lowered my head over the tank and stared down in shock. I saw a goldfish head on its side with 
one black eye staring up at me. 


The head ended in a jagged yellow line. As if it had been ripped off its body. 
My three fish had been torn apart. Torn to little hunks. 


I saw slender pieces of fin. Tiny bones. Part of a tail. Chunks of yellow-orange washing back and 
forth in the tilting water. 


Yeeeeeow. 


The cat cry made me jerk straight up. I spun away from the fish tank. My eyes frantically swept 
over the room. 


“Where are you?” I screamed. “What’s going on?” 
I couldn’t see the cat. I could only hear it. And I could see what it had done to my goldfish. 


"Where are you?" I screamed again. “Show yourself. Show yourself! What are you doing in my 
room? What do you want? ” 
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The next morning, Mom and Dad left for work early. So I couldn't tell them about the cat cries and 
what had happened to my fish. Mom left a box of cereal and the milk at my place at the table. I choked 
some of it down. But I didn't feel like eating. 


I felt groggy. My head weighed at least a hundred pounds. It nearly dropped into my cereal bowl. I 
kept shaking my head, trying to wake up. 

I'm the kind of kid who needs his sleep. Amanda 1s always bragging about how late she stays up. 
But if I don't get seven or eight hours, I feel totally weird. Like I’ve been hit by a truck. 

I don't think I had ten minutes of sleep. I was too afraid to close my eyes. 


I stayed awake and alert. Waiting for more cat cries. Waiting for the terrifying shadow to appear on 
my wall again. 


Amanda met me on my front stoop and we started across the lawn to feed Bella. The sun hurt my 
red, tired eyes. I couldn't stop yawning. 


“I—I have to tell you something,” I said. “Something scary.” 


“You won't believe what happened to me last night," Amanda said. “My cousin Reeny came over. 
You met Reeny, right? Well, she brought this new Wii game. It's a horseback-riding game. It's totally 
awesome. And the two of us ..." 


I couldn't get Amanda to stop telling me about the game. I kept opening my mouth. But she didn't 
take a breath. I couldn't get a word in. And I was too tired to shout or clap my hand over her mouth. 


“I have something to tell you later," I said, my voice hoarse and weak. 


I don't know if she heard me or not. She was still telling me how totally awesome the horseback- 
riding game was. 


We stepped into the Caplans' house—and we had a problem. 
We couldn't find Bella. 


She wasn't in the living room, waiting to greet us. She wasn't in the kitchen. Amanda and I 
scrambled around the house, calling her name. 


Of course, that was dumb. Her name wasn't really Bella. She didn't know her name yet. But we 
shouted it anyway. And I kept asking if she was hungry. But maybe she didn’t know that word, either. 


We found her right where we started. She had squeezed under the living room couch. Curled up 
under there, acting innocent, as if she didn't know two people were frantically running everywhere 
trying to find her. 


Amanda reached down and gently pulled the cat out. She didn't try to resist. Amanda held her in 
her arms for a few moments. The cat seemed to like it. 


"She's getting calmer," Amanda said. “I can tell she's getting used to this house." 


“I hope so,” I said. 


Amanda petted her. “You look so much like Bella,” she told the cat. “I’m just going to forget the old 
Bella ever existed.” 


I sighed. “We’re going to be late for school. I'll give her breakfast." 


I walked to the kitchen, pulled the bag of cat food from under the sink, and filled Bella’s bowl. 
"Breakfast!" I shouted. “Are you hungry?" 


No cat. 


I hurried back to the living room. Bella was still in Amanda’s arms. “Let her down so she can eat 
her breakfast,” I said. *We have to get out of here." 


"She's in a cuddly mood," Amanda said. But she set the cat down on the floor. 


Bella stretched, bending from her middle, poking her tail straight up in the air. She made a soft 
sound like a yawn. 


“Hungry?” I asked her. I motioned to the kitchen. “Hungry? Breakfast? Chow time?" 
To my surprise, the cat turned and darted back under the couch. 


“She doesn't understand," Amanda said. “Go back in the kitchen and rattle her food dish so she 
hears it.” 


I started back for the kitchen—but stopped when I heard a loud noise behind me. “What’s that?” I 
asked Amanda. 


Amanda was staring under the couch. 


Bella let out an ugly screech. She was on her back. It took me a few seconds to realize what she 
was doing. 


“Oh, no!” I cried. “No! Stop her!” 


The cat was scratching frantically on the couch bottom. Screeching like a trapped animal and 
ripping the bottom of the couch with her claws. 


Ripping and clawing faster ... harder. 

“Do something!” I shouted to Amanda. 

She turned to me, pale, her eyes wide. “Do what? I’m not going to try to pull her out.” 
Riüiip rippp ripppp. 

"She's pulling all the stuffing out!” I screamed. 


Pieces of white foam rubber came flying out from under the couch. And the cat kept scraping out 
more. 


"She's crazy!” I cried. “Whats wrong with her?" 

Riüiip rippp ripppp. 

Clawing frantically, the cat kept screaming like a maniac. 

I dove for the couch and dropped to my knees. I started to reach under the couch with both hands. 
What was I thinking? 

The cat clawed at my hands. She turned her head toward me and, eyes glowing bright yellow, she 


snapped her teeth. 
"Owwwwww!" 
Ijerked my hands away. 
Pain shot up my hand and arm. My palm had dark red claw marks down the middle. 
I jumped to my feet and backed away. “I—I can't do it. I can't get her out.” 


Clawing furiously, like a machine out of control, the cat was ripping out the whole bottom of the 
couch. 


"We're going to be really late," Amanda said. "Let's go. Give her time to calm down. Maybe she'll 
be better if we leave." 


“But the mess —" I started. 

Riüiip rippp ripppp. 

“We'll clean it up after school," Amanda said. She tugged my T-shirt sleeve. “Come on. I can't 
stand this." 

“What’s her problem?" I said. 


Amanda didn't answer. She was already heading out the front door. I followed her and closed the 
door behind me. 


We stood on the stoop, catching our breath. I could still hear the cat's wild screeches from inside. 


I shifted my backpack on my shoulders and started down the steps. I stopped when I saw the three 
men walking along the sidewalk. 


Three men in gray uniforms. 

I pulled Amanda off the stoop and behind a tall shrub. 

“Look —" I pointed. “He followed us. The guy from Cat Heaven. Lou. And two pals.” 
We hunched down behind the thick bush. 

"It's too late. I think they saw us," Amanda whispered. 
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Peeking through the needles of the evergreen shrub, I watched the three men approach. They were 
walking slowly, studying each house. I felt my throat tighten. I tried to duck lower. My legs were 
trembling so hard, I almost fell into the bush. 


Amanda squeezed my arm. “Why did they follow us?" she whispered. “Why did Lou bring two 
other guys?" 


I couldn't answer her questions. I just shook my head. 

I stood very still as they came nearer. They were on the sidewalk, staring up at the Caplans' house. 
I realized I was holding my breath. I let it out in a long, silent whoosh. 

Please don t see us. Please keep walking. 

“They have hundreds of cats in their store," Amanda whispered, her mouth right in my ear. 
"What's the big deal that we stole one little cat?" 

“Shhh.” I pressed a finger to my lips. 


But she ignored me. “Okay,” she whispered. “So we did a bad thing. We stole a cat. But what's the 
big crime?" 


I shrugged. I didn't know the answer. 


I only knew I didn't want to be caught. I didn't like the grim looks on the faces of the three men. 
And I didn't like the way they were staring at the Caplans’ house. 


Were they coming up the front walk? Did they know the stolen cat was inside? 
If they came up here, we were dead meat. They would see us hiding behind the bush. 
I held my breath again. And watched them through the prickly evergreen needles. 


They squinted up at the front window. Then they started walking again. They walked slowly, side 
by side, gazing at the next house. 


And as they moved on, I heard Lou talking to the others. His words sent a chill down my back: 
“We have to find them,” he said. “They have no idea the trouble they are in.” 
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Amanda and I waited behind the bush till Lou and his two partners turned the corner. My face was 
drenched with sweat. My backpack felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds. 


Finally, we crept out and began to walk to school. We stayed behind hedges and walked through 
backyards. I kept glancing behind us. I was sure the three store clerks would sneak up and grab us. 


^M-maybe we should give them back their cat," I stammered. We were across the street from our 
school. No other kids in sight. We were definitely late. 


“We can't do that," Amanda insisted. “You don't want to tell the Caplans what happened to Bella, 
do you?" 

"^ —I—" I didn't know what I wanted to do. I just didn't want three angry-looking men searching 
for me. 


"They'll give up and go back to their store," Amanda said. “It’s just one little cat. It’s not such a 
big deal." 


“Then why did they say we don't know the trouble we're in?” I asked. 
Amanda shrugged. “Guess they don't like cat thieves.” 


We crossed the street and ran the rest of the way to the front doors of the school. Miss Harris 
wasn’t in the classroom. So she didn’t see us sneak in late. 


I dropped my backpack on the floor and sat down in my seat. I mopped the sweat off my forehead 
with the sleeve of my shirt. 


I realized I hadn’t told Amanda about the cat sounds in my room last night. The meows and the 
floating shadows that kept me up all night and what happened to my poor fish. 


I ll tell her at lunch, I decided. 


My friend Aaron sits next to me. He's a big, happy-looking guy with glasses, spiky red hair, and a 
lot of freckles. Aaron always seems to be grinning. That's his natural expression. 


He poked me in the ribs. “What’s your problem, Mickey?" he asked. “You look like something the 
cat dragged in.” 


“Don’t SAY that!” I cried. “Don’t mention cats!" 


“Well, of course slavery is what divided the states before the Civil War," Miss Harris was saying. 
“But what was the actual cause of the war? Anybody have an idea? Raise your hand." 


Miss Harris is the coolest teacher in our school. She is young and awesome looking with straight 
blond hair and big blue eyes. 


She wears jeans and T-shirts with the names of rock bands on them. And she has a tiny tattoo of a 
butterfly on the back of one hand. 


“Anybody know the direct cause of the war?" she asked. "Let's see some hands. Did you read the 


chapter?" 


I turned my head so Miss Harris wouldn't see me yawning. I couldn't stop yawning all morning. I 
felt so sleepy, I just wanted to put my head on the desk and conk out. 


This was an important morning to be awake and alert. She was starting the Civil War unit this 
morning. 
I should have been taking notes. 


But my ears were ringing. And my eyes kept going blurry. And my mouth kept opening in yawn after 
yawn. 
I know I’m only twelve. But like I said, l'm not a night owl. I really need my sleep. 
"That's right," Miss Harris was saying. “The root cause of the war was secession. ” 
She wrote the word on the whiteboard. “Now we are going to go back in time a little and ..." 


I missed what she said after that because I yawned again. It was taking all my strength to try to hold 
in my yawns so she wouldn't see them. But it was a losing battle. 


I pulled some paper from my backpack and wrote at the top of a fresh page: 
Secession. Root cause. 


I raised my head to see what she was writing on the whiteboard now. And that's when I heard the 
first meow. 


I jumped a mile. 
The cat's cry was right behind me. 
I spun around hard. 


I didn't mean to bump Aaron. But I jerked around so fast, my shoulder crashed into his head, and I 
almost knocked his glasses off. 


“Hey!” he cried out. "What's your problem?" 

"Didn't you hear it?" I whispered. 

“Is there a problem?" Miss Harris turned to stare at Aaron and me. 

Meeeow. 

“N-no!” I stammered. “No problem.” 

“Well, Mickey, do you have something you'd like to share with the rest of the class?" she asked. 
“No. Sorry,” I said. “I... uh ... dropped my pencil.” 

Yeeeeow. 

Another cat cry. This time under my seat. 

I bent down to find the cat. Nothing under there. 

Yeeeeoww. 

I sat back up. I felt dizzy. The room started to spin. 

I heard another cat cry behind me. And then a long, shrill yowl from under my desk again. 


I jumped to my feet. I stepped away from the chair. Then I spun around to see the cats. 
“Where are they?" I cried. “Where?” 

Kids turned to stare. A few kids laughed. 

“Mickey, what's wrong?" Miss Harris asked. “Are you okay? Sit down, please. Sit down.” 
Yeeeoowww. 


"But—don't you hear them?" I cried. “Miss Harris, don't you Hear them?" 
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Kids started to laugh. I guess they thought I was goofing. 


Aaron grabbed me and tried to pull me back to my seat. But I missed the chair and landed on my 
butt on the floor. 


That made everyone roar. 


I saw Miss Harris laughing along with everyone else. I could feel my face getting hot. I knew I was 
blushing like crazy. 


I was frightened and embarrassed at the same time. 
Aaron helped pull me to my feet. 
The laughter rang in my ears. But I didn't care about that. I gazed all around, searching for the cat. 


Finally, Miss Harris gave the school signal for quiet—two fingers raised above her head. The 
room grew silent. 


Yeeeooow. 
I was still on my feet. My legs trembled. My heart was thudding in my chest. 
“Don’t you hear it?” I repeated, trying to keep my voice steady. 


“Hear what, Mickey?” Miss Harris asked. She came down the aisle till she stood right in front of 
me. “What do you hear? I’m listening. I don't hear anything." 


Yeeeooow. 

“There. It did it again. It's—it's a cat,” I stammered. “There’s a cat in here. But I can’t find 1t." 
She narrowed her blue eyes at me. She frowned. “Is this a dare? Did Aaron dare you to do this?” 
Aaron shot both hands up in the air. “No way!” he screamed. “I didn’t do anything. He’s crazy!” 
"It's not a dare,” I said. I raised my right hand. “I swear.” 


Miss Harris turned to face the class. “Does anyone else hear a cat? Is Mickey the only one who 
hears it?" 


A few kids laughed. No one raised a hand. 

“Amanda, please —" I called. She sits in the front row. I needed her help. “Amanda—do you hear 
it?” 

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mickey. I don't hear anything,” she said softly. “Maybe ...” Her 
voice drifted off. She didn’t finish her sentence. 

“Everyone look under your seats,” Miss Harris said. “Look all around. Find the cat.” 


She turned back to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “I hope someone finds a cat, Mickey,” she 
said. “I hope you didn’t interrupt the Civil War for a joke.” 


“Not a joke,” I muttered. 


Chairs scraped as kids looked under their seats. On the other side of the room, two boys cupped 
their hands around their mouths and meowed. 


“Last chance,” Miss Harris said. “Does anyone see a cat in here?" 


“Yes! I do!” Aaron cried. He pointed under Miss Harris's desk. “I see it! There it is!” 


I gasped and tried to see where he was pointing. 
Miss Harris stared at Aaron. “You really see a cat?" she demanded. 


“No, actually, I don't," Aaron said. A grin spread over his round, freckled face. “Just messing with 
you!” 


The class erupted in a riot of laughter. Kids hee-hawed and bumped knuckles. A bunch of kids 
started meowing. 


Miss Harris trotted back to the front of the room. She raised her hand in the Quiet signal again. And 
a few seconds later, the noise stopped. 


I saw Amanda staring at me with an unhappy scowl on her face. She motioned with both hands for 
me to sit down. So I did. 


Aaron punched me on the shoulder. “Just funning with you,” he said. He giggled. 
I forced a smile. I didn’t want to fight with him. I didn’t want any more trouble of any kind. 


Miss Harris sat on the edge of her desk. She glanced up at the big wall clock behind her. “Almost 
lunchtime,” she said. She snapped her notebook shut. “I guess the Civil War will have to take a break 
till this afternoon. Thanks to Mickey’s invisible cat.” 


Kids stared at me. I lowered my gaze to the floor. 


They could stare and laugh all they wanted. Something very scary was going on here, and I was the 
only one who knew about it. 


Even Amanda thought I was going nuts. I had to talk to her. I had to tell her about the shadow on the 
wall last night. And what happened to my poor fish. 


The bell rang. I packed up my stuff and hurried to the lunchroom. Kids meowed at me all down the 
hall. I laughed and pretended it was all a big joke. 


I searched for Amanda in the crowded lunchroom. But she wasn’t there yet. 


The room smelled of hot dogs and beans. My stomach growled. I could have gone for two or three 
hot dogs. But Dad packs my lunch every morning. It’s always a ham sandwich or tuna salad, a box of 
juice, and an apple. I throw away all the apples. 


I sat down at a table in the corner at the back of the room. No one else around. I watched the door 
for Amanda. 


A huge red-and-yellow poster was strung along the ceiling. It read: support the snakes! That’s our team 
name—the South Middle School Rattlesnakes. 


Our yearbook is called The Venom. Really. 
Everyone loves snakes at my school. I think it’s kind of weird. 
I waited another five minutes. The lunchroom was filling up with kids. I still didn’t see Amanda. 


I opened my backpack to get my lunch bag. I gazed inside. 


My breath caught in my throat. I started to choke. 
I stared into the backpack in shock. 
Stared at the orange cat gazing up at me. 


And as I stared, the cat's eyes began to glow— until they blazed bright red. The lips pulled back, 
baring yellowed fangs. And the cat opened its mouth wide in a furious hissssssss. 


“N-no!” 
I tried to scream, but my cry came out in a choked whisper. 
The glowing red eyes seemed to burn my face. 


I jumped up. Sent my chair toppling onto its back. I staggered away from the table, my eyes on the 
open backpack. 


I spun to the door and saw Amanda enter the lunchroom with two or three other girls. I ran to her, 
stumbling over a kid’s backpack. 


“Hey, watch out!" he shouted. 

Some kids meowed. Someone threw an empty milk carton at me. It bounced off my shoulder. 

“Amanda!” I called breathlessly. “Come here. You—you have to see this. I found the cat!” 

I pulled her away from her friends. She gave them a helpless wave. “Catch you later," she called to 
them. 

She turned to me. “What’s your problem, Mickey? Why are you freaking out? Are you having a 
total meltdown?” 

“Don’t talk,” I said. I pulled her through the crowded aisle between tables to the back of the room. 
“Don’t talk, Amanda. Just look.” 

I grabbed the backpack off the table. I held it up to her and pulled it open so she could see inside. 


She lowered her eyes. Blinked a few times. Gazed into the backpack. And uttered a startled cry. 
“Wow,” she murmured. “Mickey—wow.” 
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“I don't see anything," Amanda said. “Am I missing the joke?" 
*J-joke?" I stammered. I jerked the backpack away from her and gazed inside. 
I saw my binder, a few books, and my brown lunch bag. 


“But—but —" I sputtered. “There was a cat in there. Listen to me, Amanda. When I opened it, I—I 
saw an orange cat. It must be the one I kept hearing in class. And —" 


“Sit down," she said sharply. She grabbed my arm and pulled me down to a chair. Then she 
dropped into the chair beside me. 


"What's up, Mickey? You've been totally berserk all morning.” 

I slid the backpack closer and dug my hand around in it. "I'm not making it up,” I said. 

“Just tell me what's going on," Amanda insisted. 

Some girls from our class waved to her at the next table. But she kept her eyes locked on me. 


I shoved the backpack across the table. *I—I don't know what's going on," I stammered. “It started 
last night." 


I told her how I kept hearing a cat meow in my room. And how I searched everywhere and couldn't 
find it. I told her about the shadow. And about my goldfish. How I found chunks of fish floating at the 
top of the tank. 


Amanda made a disgusted face. She stuck out her tongue. “Bleccccch.” 

"It's not a joke. It really happened,” I said. “And I didn't tell you the weirdest thing of all.” 
She squinted hard at me. “You’re not making this up? You're not trying to scare me?” 

I raised my right hand. “I swear." 

She pressed her hand to my forehead, pretending to take my temperature. 


“Then I kept hearing a cat in class this morning,” I said. “That’s why I jumped up like that. Maybe 
it was the cat in my backpack. I’m not making any of this up. I’m totally freaking out, Amanda.” 


She stared at me. *You're just stressed and upset," she said finally. 

“Upset?” 

“Yes. Because of the switch we pulled with Bella,” Amanda said. “First, the cat was killed. The 
cat we were responsible for. That’s very upsetting, right?” 

“Right,” I agreed. 

“Then you stole a black cat from the pet store.” 

“I stole it?” I cried. “I thought we stole it.” 


“Yes, but you did the actual running out the door stealing thing," Amanda replied. “And I think 
you're very messed up about that." 


“True,” I said. “And then the new Bella acts totally weird. Sweet and gentle one minute. Then like 
a fiendish monster the next minute." 


Amanda nodded her head. “Yes. And it all has you totally wired and freaked out,” she said. 

“So?” 

“So ... that explains why you're hearing cats all the time, Mickey. And why you're seeing cats 
everywhere." 

“I get it,” I said. “You think I’m crazy.” 

“Not crazy. Stressed,” she replied. “Totally stressed.” 


“You're wrong, Amanda,” I said. “I’m not imagining any of these things. What about my goldfish? 
Do you think I chewed my own goldfish to pieces? I’m not imagining any of this. It’s real. It’s all 
real.” 


She stood up. She patted my shoulder. “If it's all real, Mickey, how come you're the only one who 
heard the cat in class this morning?" 


My mouth dropped open. I wanted to answer that. But I had no answer. 


"[ have to get some lunch,” Amanda said. She patted my shoulder again. “Take a deep breath. 
You'll be fine." 


I rolled my eyes. “Awesome advice," I muttered. But she was already on her way to the lunch line. 
Okay, I thought, so she doesn t believe me. 
She 'd believe me if I showed her what was floating in my goldfish tank. 


I started to feel a little angry. I mean, this whole cat switch was Amanda's idea. And now she 
didn't want to hear what was really going on. She just wanted to believe that I was imagining things. 


I realized my stomach was growling again. I slid the backpack closer. I peered inside before I 
reached in and tugged out the brown paper lunch bag. 


I started to unfold the bag. But I stopped when I felt something weird. Something lumpy and hard 
inside the bag. 


A sour aroma floated out. Something stank. 
I reached inside and wrapped my fingers around it. I tugged it out—and tried to scream. 


But it’s impossible to scream and gag at the same time. 


A dead mouse. 
My hand was wrapped around a dead gray mouse. 
Its body was stiff and hard. Its eyes had sunk into their sockets. I saw deep bite marks on its back. 
The smell was sickening. 
The mouse fell from my trembling hand. It thudded on the table and bounced onto the floor. 


I jumped to my feet. Was the dead mouse a gift from the cat? It was the kind of present a cat would 
leave. 


I couldn't think straight. I knew I couldn't eat. I smelled my hand. It reeked of dead mouse. 


I tossed the lunch bag in the trash. Then I hurried out of the lunchroom. I heard Aaron calling me. I 
just waved to him and kept walking. 


I didn't really know where I was going. I needed to find someplace quiet and try to figure this out. 
Or maybe I needed to tell someone what was happening. Maybe tell my parents the whole truth. 
I had gym right after lunch. I wandered into the gym. But no one was there yet. 


Two volleyball nets had been set up in the middle of the floor. Bright lights made the polished floor 
gleam. 


For a moment, I thought I saw someone sitting in the bleachers at the far end. But it was just a blue 
jacket someone had draped over a bench. 


I made my way to the locker room to change into my gym clothes. 


I pulled open the door and stepped inside. About twenty degrees hotter in here. The locker room 
air smelled damp and sweaty. 


I felt something soft under my shoe. 

“Ohhh!” What did I step on? 

A cat? 

No. 

I jumped back. A balled-up pair of gym socks. 
Take it easy, Mickey. 

Maybe Amanda is right about you. 


I heard water dripping in the shower room. *Anybody in here?" I shouted. My voice echoed off the 
tile walls. 


No reply. 
My locker was near the back, across from the shower room. I stepped up to it and grabbed the 
combination lock. I started to turn the combination—then stopped. 


I knew what I'd find inside the locker. A cat. 


I started to tremble. I just stood there with both hands on the combination lock. Afraid to turn it. 
Afraid to open the little gym locker. 


I took a deep, shuddering breath. I forced my hands to stop shaking. And I spun the dial to the three 
combination numbers. 


Another deep breath. Then I tugged off the lock and swung the locker door open. 
““Noooooo!” 
I screamed as it came tumbling out. 


It jumped out—bounced off my chest—and onto my knee. 


No. Not a cat. 
Not a cat. One of my black-and-white gym sneakers. 
It bounced off my knee and thudded to the floor. 


“Oh, wow." I shook my head. I balled my hands into fists. I felt so angry at myself for being in a 
total panic. 


Even a gym sneaker terrified me. 


I dropped onto the nearest bench and waited for my heartbeat to slow down to normal. I picked up 
the sneaker and rolled it around in my hands. 


Weird. Something was tucked inside of the shoe. 

Oh, nooo. Something feathery and gray. 

I pulled it out. And with a loud cry, tossed it across the locker room. 
A dead bird. A sparrow with its head dangling by a thread. 

Another gift from a cat? 


I jumped to my feet, tossed the sneaker into the locker, and slammed the door shut. The sound 
echoed through the empty room. 
Then I heard a cat's yowl. A long, shrill yeeeooow that sent a chill down my back. 
“No! Shut up!” I screamed. “Shut up! Go away! Leave me alone!" 
“Yeeeeoowwwwww. " 
Right behind me. 
I spun around. No cat there. 
"Leave me alone!" I cried. I clapped my hands over my ears. 


But even with my ears covered, I could hear the yowls and cries of the cats. Not just one. Several 
cats now. All meowing and yowling at once. 


The terrifying cries rang from all around me. 


I pressed my hands tighter against the sides of my face, as if trying to force them away. But it 
seemed to only make their cries louder and more frightening. 


“Where are you?" I screamed. “Why are you following me?" 

I had to get out of there. I had to find help. 

I lurched toward the locker room door. But I tripped over something. 
A cat? A cat I couldn't see? 

I landed hard on my knees on the concrete floor. Pain shot up my legs. 


Meeeeeyowwwww! 


And then the yowling turned to hisses. Angry hisses all around me. 

So close. So close. 

The hisses came at me in a steady rhythm. As if all the invisible cats were breathing together. 
I couldn't scream. I couldn't breathe. Or move. 

Invisible cats. I was surrounded by angry, invisible cats. 

I shut my eyes. I wanted to be far away. 

When I opened them, the cats were standing in front of me. I could SEE them! 


How many were there? Eight? No. Ten? More! Scrawny. Their fur matted and tangled, with patches 
of skin showing through holes in the fur. 


Their eyes glowed bright yellow. Like monsters in a horror movie. Their open mouths revealed 
pointed yellow fangs. 


They formed a circle around me. Their backs arched. Their fur stood on end. 

I raised my arms to shield myself. But what could I do against so many hissing, angry cats? 
They all pounced at once. 

Flung their claws in the air and leaped at me from every side. 


“HELP me!” I managed to scream before I went down. Before I sank to the floor beneath the 
hissing, snapping, clawing attackers. 


“HELP me! Can anyone HEAR me? I need HELP!” 
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On my back now, I wrestled with them. Struggled to push them off me. 
Their fur was dry and bristly. And their bodies felt COLD. 


“Help me!” I tried to choke out a scream. But a cat leaped onto my face and pressed its cold belly 
over my mouth and nose. 


I shoved it away. Sucked in a deep breath. 
And heard a pounding sound. Someone pounding on the locker room door. 
"Who's in there?" a man called. “Who locked this door?" 


I recognized his voice. Mr. Weston, the gym teacher. Mr. Weston is a big guy with a huge stomach, 
shaggy long hair, and a bushy mustache. He's totally out of shape. He doesn't look anything like a gym 
teacher. 


But I was sure glad to hear him out there. 
His fists boomed on the door again. “Who locked this? Open up!” 


At the sound of his voice, the cats froze. They all stiffened as 1f frightened. Their glowing eyes 
dulled until they were dark. The eyes appeared to sink into their sockets. 


The cats scrambled off me. They ran with their heads down, scraggly tails trailing behind them. 
Into the shower room at the back wall. 


I sat up. I brushed myself off furiously. Cat fur flew into the air. 
I was gasping for breath. Breathing so hard, my chest hurt. 


Mr. Weston pounded again on the locker room door. Each blow thundered through the room. “Who 
is in there? Who locked this?" 


I forced myself to my feet. I staggered to the door on trembling legs. 
I turned the lock. The door swung open fast. I had to jump back to keep from being hit. 
The gym teacher stood staring at me. Several kids were bunched up behind him. 


"Mickey?" He couldn't hide his surprise. “What’s going on? You look a mess. What were you 
doing in here?" 


“Cats,” I managed to say in a tiny, weak voice. “The cats —" I pointed to the shower room. 
He squinted at me. “Cats?” 

I turned and motioned for him to follow me. I led the way to the shower room. 

Of course, I knew the cats wouldn’t be there when we looked in. 

And they weren’t. 


I waited for the other guys in my class to change their clothes. When they ran to the gym to play 


volleyball, I stepped up to the locker room mirror. 
To my surprise, I had only a few scratches. 


I pulled a wad of orange cat fur from my hair. It made me shudder. I glanced around the locker 
room, expecting the hissing cats to return. 


I felt a hand on my shoulder. Mr. Weston gazed down at me. “Mickey, are you coming out for 
class?" 


“I—I don't think so,” I said. “I... don't feel too great.” 

He nodded. “Well, you can come out and watch,” he said. “Or do you want to see the nurse?" 
“The nurse can't help me,” I muttered. 

He nodded again, turned, and walked out of the locker room. 

The nurse can t help me, I thought. Who can? 

Who can I talk to about my cat problem? 


Amanda was the only one who knew about Bella and what we did at Cat Heaven. But even she 
didn't believe me when I told her I was being haunted by cats. 


I knew I had to talk to her. She had to help me. She had to believe me. 
The afternoon dragged and dragged. It felt like everything was moving in slow motion. 
Miss Harris started the Civil War again. I tried to take notes, but I just couldn't think straight. 


Every noise made me jump. Every high voice or cry or laugh in the classroom made me think the 
cats were back. 


I couldn't sit still. I couldn't stop shaking my legs and tapping the desktop with both hands. I kept 
alert, gazing under chairs and desks, looking for cats. I expected a cat to attack me any moment. 


I'd never been so stressed and jumpy in my life. 


When the bell rang, I left my books and backpack and ran across the room to Amanda. ““We—we 
need to talk," I said breathlessly. *About the cat." 


“Not now," she said. She turned away and began to stuff things into her backpack. Then she began 
to paw through her big canvas bag. “Where did I put my bus pass?" 


“Bus pass? Where are you going?" I cried. “I’m desperate. I have to talk to you." 

She made a face at me. “You know I have my flute lesson today.” 

"Skip it,” I said. 

“I can't skip it,” she insisted, pulling out the bus pass. “Our recital is Sunday, and I’ve got to 
practice. Bach 1s really hard, you know." 


“I don't know about Bach,” I said. “I only know I’m being haunted. I think—I think we have to take 
Bella back to Cat Heaven." 


“No way!” Amanda said, pushing me away. “Later, okay? Save your ghost stories for tonight. 
You're going to make me late." 


She tossed both bags over her shoulder and ran out of the classroom. 


I stood there staring until she disappeared. Ghost stories? 
This wasn't a ghost story. This was real. This was my life. 


Shaking my head, I gathered up my stuff and headed out into the hall. Some guys at their lockers 
turned and meowed at me. 


I laughed, pretending it was funny. Showing them l'm a good guy and can take a joke. 
Some joke. 
The sound of their meows made my stomach tighten. 


I walked past a group of cheerleaders in their red-and-yellow uniforms. They were practicing a 
cheer as they walked to the gym. 


I stepped outside into a cool, gray afternoon. Low clouds overhead. I felt a raindrop and then 
another raindrop on my forehead. 


I was walking past the soccer field, nearly to the street, when I saw the three men in gray work 
uniforms. Lou and his two buddies. Standing together on the grass. 


I glanced around. I was out in the open. Nowhere to hide. 

Did they recognize me? 

Yes. 

All three men began waving wildly as they came racing across the soccer field toward me. 


“Hey, you!” Lou shouted. He stuck his arm straight out and pointed at me. “Freeze! Stop right 
there!" 


Should I talk to them? Or run? 
I wanted this to be over. I wanted to tell someone the whole story. 


But the angry looks on their faces told me they wouldn't want to listen. They wanted to punish me 
for stealing. 


So I ran. 


I darted into the street. Tires squealed. A car swerved to avoid me. The driver sent out a long, 
angry horn blast. 


I froze in panic in the middle of the street. I glanced around. No way to escape them if I ran down 
the block. They were too close and coming on fast. 


“Hey, stop! Wait right there, kid!” 


They were shouting and waving, their feet pounding the pavement. Then they leaped off the curb, 
onto the street. 


My breath came out in short wheezes. My heart fluttered in my chest. I was so frightened, I bit my 
tongue. 


“Owww.”’ The sharp pain moved me into action. 


I spun around. And dodged between two parked SUVs. I sprinted between a bunch of kids on bikes. 
And raced toward the school building. 


I'll be safe there, I told myself. Safer than on the street. 

They won t follow me into the school. 

And there are plenty of places to hide in there. 

“Stop!” Lou shouted behind me. “You’re in big trouble! Stop right now!” 
"Somebody grab that kid!" 


I heard people screaming. I saw some startled parents who had come to pick up their kids. They 
backed away as I ran past. 


The shouts and cries faded as I grabbed the entrance doors to the school building, hurtled inside, 
and shut them behind me. 


Where to hide? 
I tore down the empty hall, past rows of gray lockers and dark classrooms. 


Over my wheezing breath I could hear the cheerleaders practicing downstairs in the gym. And I 
heard music—a march. The band rehearsing in the music room. 


I'm safe here. They won t follow me into the school. 
I gasped as I heard shouts behind me. Heavy, pounding footsteps. 
I nearly fell over as I swung to look behind me. Lou and his two pals. They were stampeding down 


the hall. 
“Freeze!” 
“Stop right there! Don’t run away!” 
"Stop, kid!” 
Their voices echoed off the gray tile walls. 


Why were they so desperate to catch me? I stole a cat. But so what? Do they send three guys out to 
capture everyone who takes a cat without paying? 


“You're in trouble, kid!” 
“Stop! Just stop!” 
I knew I was in trouble. They didn’t have to tell me that. 


I spun around a corner. Running off balance, I slid on the linoleum floor. I skidded to a stop when I 
saw someone had left a locker open. 


I didn’t even think about it. I darted into the locker. 

I squeezed into the narrow metal locker, spun around to face the front—and shut the door. 
I didn't mean to slam it so hard. It made a loud c/annng. 

Did they hear it? Could they hear my gasping breaths? 


I shut my eyes and listened. Their shoes thudded on the hard floor. Their angry shouts boomed like 
bellowing animals. 


I heard them turn the corner. They kept running. 

"Where is he?" I heard Lou shout. 

“Keep going,” one of his pals replied. “I saw him run this way." 

I had my eyes shut, fingers crossed. I gritted my teeth. And listened to them run right past the locker. 


I let out a long whoosh of air. My heart wouldn't stop pumping and thumping. So loud I could 
barely hear their fading footsteps. 


My face was drenched in sweat. I suddenly realized it was hot inside this locker. My legs ached. I 
tried to shift my weight. I was standing on someone's books and papers. 


A metal hook dug into my back. I leaned forward, but there wasn't room to get away from the hook. 


I pressed my ear against the locker door. I listened for the three men to return. To come running 
back down the hall. 


Would they search the lockers to find me? Were they that desperate? 
Silence now. 
I waited. Waited. 


So cramped and hot and uncomfortable in the narrow space. My back started to itch. Sweat trickled 
into my eyes. 


Time to get out of here, I decided. They're not coming back. 


I fumbled for the door latch. 

I grabbed it and pulled up. It didn't budge. 

I tried to jiggle it. No. It wouldn't move. 

Maybe I had the wrong piece of the latch. I squinted down at the door. Too dark to see anything. 


I brushed my hand over the metal gears down there. Tried to pull the latch up. Tried to push it 
down. 


My hand found some kind of round gear. I gripped it tightly and tried to spin it. One way. Then the 
other. 


No. It didn't spin. 


I edged my shoulder against the door. Tried to move the latch and push the door out with my 
shoulder. 


No. 

I brushed sweat from my eyes. My legs were trembling. 

I listened. No one in the hall. 

I couldn't call out for help. Lou and his two partners might hear me. 
I couldn't shout. And I couldn't budge the latch. 


I was trapped inside this thing. Trapped with the hook poking into my back. And my legs trembling. 
And sweat rolling down my face. 


Trapped in this locker the size of a coffin. 
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My back ached. The sides of the locker squeezed my shoulders. 
I tried to squirm into a more comfortable position. But there was no room to move. 
My hand wrapped around the latch once again. I tried pulling it. Pushing it. Twirling it. 
I heard footsteps. I sucked in a lungful of air and held it. And listened. 
Light footsteps scraping the floor. 


I peeked out through the narrow air slots in the door. I saw a flash of blond hair across the hall. I 
squinted till I saw the kid's face. 


Greg Baum. A fourth-grader I knew from Sunday school. 

“Hey, Greg —” I whispered through the air vent. 

He kept walking. 

“Greg—stop!” I called a little louder. 

I could see him spin around. His eyes bulged in surprise. ““Who’s there?" 

“Greg—it’s me. Mickey Coe. I’m inside a locker.” 

“Huh? Why?” he asked. 

“Because I got stuck,” I said. “I’m locked in. Can you let me out?" 

I kept talking until Greg found the locker. Then he opened the door without any trouble. 


I came tumbling out. I stumbled all the way to the wall across from us. I hit the wall and bounced 
off. 


Greg studied me. “Why did you shut yourself in that locker?” 
“Tt was kind of a dare thing," I lied. 


He started to ask more questions. But I took off. No sign of the three cat store dudes. So I ran 
straight to the front of the school, shoved open the doors, and burst outside. 


I glanced up and down the street. No. I didn’t see them. 


The rain had stopped, and the afternoon sun was sinking behind the trees. I tried to stay in the long 
shadows as I ran. 


All the way home, I kept turning and checking behind me. I kept expecting them to jump out from 
behind a tree or the side of a house. 


It was only three blocks. But it was a terrifying run. I darted through backyards and along a narrow 
alley filled with trash cans. 


Were they still searching the school? 
I could see they wouldn’t give up. They were going to chase after me till they caught me. 


And then ... what? Turn me over to the police? 


I had to talk to Amanda. We had to make a plan. 


Thinking about Amanda made me remember the cat. I couldn't run straight home. I had to stop and 
feed Bella first. 


By the time I reached the Caplans' house, I was exhausted, dripping with sweat, and still terrified. I 
found the keys in my backpack and unlocked the front door. I reached for the doorknob —and stopped. 


A chill of fear ran down my back. 

I pictured the cat leaping onto me, claws outstretched. Hissing. Screeching. Scratching and biting. 
Was she waiting for me? Ready to pounce? 

I swallowed. My hand trembled as I grabbed the knob again. 

I knew I had no choice. I had to go in the house. I had to feed her and clean her litter box. 


Maybe Bella had calmed down. Maybe she was used to her new home. Maybe she would be a 
nice, gentle cat from now on. 


I turned the knob and pushed the door open just a few inches. I stuck my head inside and peered 
into the front hallway. “Bella?” 


She was sitting there, a few feet from the front door. She sat up straighter when she saw me. Her 
eyes appeared to light up. 


“Bella?” I stepped into the hall and carefully closed the door behind me. “Are you going to be a 
good cat?" I said softly. 


She answered with a deafening screech. Raised her front claws—and leaped at me, snapping her 
jaws. 


“Noooo l” 

This time, I wasn’t surprised. I was ready for her. 

As she jumped, I shot out both hands. I caught her around the middle before she could land on me. 
She screeched and squirmed and clawed. But I gripped her tightly and held her in the air. 


I struggled to hold on. But I saw something that made the breath catch in my throat. I started to 
choke. 


The cat fell from my hands. 
I staggered back, staring ... staring at something impossible. 


“Noooo!” The cry burst from deep inside me. “No! It can't be. ILI don't believe it!” 
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I stared in shock at the cat's tail. At the chunk of missing fur on her tail. 


I pictured Amanda's bubble gum stuck to the first Bella's tail. Amanda had to cut the gum off with a 
pair of scissors. 


The first Bella had a circle of fur missing. 

But that Bella was dead. 

So how did this cat have the same chunk of fur missing in the exact same place on her tail? 
As I stared at the pink circle of skin, I felt a cold shudder run down my back. 

“Tt—it’s impossible," I murmured to myself. “No way ..." 

The cat raised her head and gazed up at me with glowing yellow eyes. 


It can t be the same cat, I thought, staring back at it. But she looks just like the first Bella. And the 
same spot of fur is missing .... YIKES! 


This was too frightening for me. Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. 


Bella followed me as I began to search the house. I pulled open closet doors. I searched under 
beds and behind couches. 


Finally, I found what I was looking for. A cat carrier, folded up at the back ofa linen closet. 


I pulled it out and unfolded it. I opened the canvas door on the side and set the carrier down on the 
floor. 


“Go ahead, Bella,” I said, pointing. “Get inside. Go.” 


To my surprise, she stepped right into the carrier. I reached down quickly and fastened the door 
behind her. I could see her eyes glowing in there like two fireflies. 


I carried the case to the front door. Then I set it down. I didn’t really want to do this alone. 

I pulled out my phone and tried Amanda’s number. It rang and rang. Finally, I got her voice mail. 
“Never mind,” I said. And I hung up. 

Okay. I was going to do this by myself. I didn’t want to wait. I knew it had to be done. 

I carried the case to the bus stop. Bella had grown very still inside it. 

I peered in through the screen. She was curled up in a tight ball, her tail wrapped around her legs. 


“Good,” I murmured. I felt relieved that she wasn’t giving me a hard time. No screeching or hissing 
or clawing at the sides of the carrier. 


Taking her back to Cat Heaven was hard enough. 


I knew that Lou and the other store clerks were really angry. I expected them to give me a hard 
time. 


I was ready to face them. I had broken the law. I stole the cat. I deserved to be in trouble. 


I just hoped they wouldn't call the police. 


The bus ride took forever. I sat in the backseat with the cat carrier on my lap. Bella didn't raise her 
head. The carrier seemed to grow heavier and heavier. 


The bus driver got into a yelling fight with the driver of a red SUV. He stopped the bus and jumped 
out to scream at her. 


I just wanted to get this afternoon over with. Horns honked. People shouted. Finally, the driver 
climbed back into his seat, and the bus started up again. 


By the time I reached Cat Heaven, the sun had almost set. My heart started to pound as I crossed the 
parking lot. 


A man in denim work overalls came out of the store dragging an enormous red bag of kitty litter. He 
heaved it onto the back of his pickup truck. 


He turned to me. “What’ve you got in there, son? A cat?" 
I raised the carrier. “Yeah. I’m returning it,” I said. 


He climbed into the front of his truck. I was glad he didn’t want to see the cat or ask me any more 
questions. 


I stepped up to the entrance. A sign by the door read: 2 FoR 1 SALE. Did that mean two cats for the 
price of one? 


The glass doors slid open. I took a deep breath and stepped into the store. 

The lemony smell of air freshener and cat litter greeted me. 

I heard a cat yowl. Then a few more cats joined in. 

Standing at the entrance, it took me a little while to realize what was happening. 
Then I gasped as the cats started to go nuts. 


The whole store came alive at once. Hundreds and hundreds of cats began to scream and yow! and 
cry. The sound rose up in front of me, a wall of wails and angry screeches. 


I stared at the cages in the first row. Screaming cats threw themselves at their cage bars. They 
clawed the sides and tops of their cages. They climbed the cage walls. They flung themselves at the 
doors, trying to break out. 


I staggered back against the wall. 

I had to set the cat carrier down and cover my ears against the deafening wails and cries. 

Did I cause this? I asked myself. 

Is this cat riot my fault? 

I didn't have time to think about it. 

Lou and the two gray-uniformed store clerks came running down the aisle. Their faces were red. 
They were pointing at me angrily. 

Cats yowled and howled and flung themselves at their cages, wild-eyed, drooling. 


I froze 1n fear and total confusion. 


Lou grabbed me by the shoulder. “I’ve got you!” he screamed over the racket. 


He shoved the cat carrier into my hands—and dragged me out the front door. 
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The glass doors slid shut behind us. I could still hear the cats carrying on in the store. 


Lou and the two other men formed a tight circle around me. Their faces were grim and angry. Lou 
had his eyes on the cat carrier in my hands. 


I raised it to him. “II brought her back," I stammered in a tiny, frightened voice. “I—I’m so sorry 
I stole her." 


I tried to push the carrier into his hands. 
But to my surprise he shoved it back at me. 


"That's why we've been chasing after you,” he said. “That’s why we've been trying to catch you. I 
had to tell you—you can t bring the cat back.” 


“Huh?” A gasp escaped my throat. I still had the cat carrier held high in front of me. “What did you 
just say?" 

“You can't bring her back,” Lou said. “Get away from here. And take that cat with you.” 

“You can't bring that dead cat back here,” one of the other clerks said. 

Dead cat? 

“Don’t come anywhere near here with her," Lou said. “Go away. Now. I'm warning you." 

“But—but —" I sputtered. 

The three men held tense fists at their sides and glared at me. 

“Go,” Lou muttered through gritted teeth. 

My head was spinning. The clerk’s words kept swimming through my mind. 


“You can t bring that dead cat back here.’ 


Gripping the cat carrier tightly, I turned and ran. My shoes slapped the asphalt parking lot. I ran 
without seeing, without thinking. 


I just heard those terrifying words over and over. 
Did I really have a dead cat in my hands? 
I saw Bella get run over by that truck. How could she be back? 


I could still hear the yowls of the cats inside the store. I reached the bus stop and glanced back. The 
three men were still standing in the parking lot, watching me. 


They wanted to make sure I left. Why were they so afraid? 
I had only questions. No answers. 


When the bus finally came, I climbed on and took my seat in the very back. I set the carrier down 
gently on my lap. 


The bus started up. I brought my face close to the screen on the carrier. Bella was sitting up, staring 


out at me calmly. 
“Are you really dead?" I asked her softly. 
She brought her face up against the screen and tried to lick my hand. 


Amanda was waiting on the front stoop of the Caplans' house. “Where did you go?" she asked. “Why 
did you take the cat?" 


“We have to talk," I said. “It’s too weird. It’s all too weird." 

I set the carrier down. Bella let out a soft cry. 

Amanda squatted down to see Bella. *Is she okay?" 

“I—I don't think so,” I said. “I mean, I don't really know. I took her back to Cat Heaven." 
“You what? " Amanda cried. 


“They wouldn't take her back," I said. They've been searching for us all this time to tell us we 
can't return her." 


"That's crazy," Amanda said. 
"That's not the crazy part,” I said. *Here's the crazy part. They told me this cat is dead." 
To my surprise, Amanda burst out laughing. 


“I really believed you for a moment,” she said. She slapped my shoulder. “You got me. You looked 
as serious as an artichoke!” 


“I am serious," I told her. “It isn’t a joke." 


"You're saying there's a dead cat looking out at us from this carrier case?" Amanda demanded. 
“Bella Two is a dead cat? Some kind of zombie?" 


I shrugged. “That’s what they told me. And they weren't joking. They were totally serious.” 
“Do you have the Caplans’ key?" Amanda said. “Let’s go inside and talk about this.” 

I unlocked the front door, picked up the cat carrier, and followed Amanda inside. 

“Oh, nooo!” I uttered a cry. 

We both stopped in the doorway and cried out in shock. 


The living room was filled with cats. 
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Two cats sprawled on the couch. One sat on the coffee table. Another cat had climbed on top of the 
TV. Two sat on the carpet in front of us. 


They were scrawny and mean looking. Hunched. Their fur ragged and patchy. One of them had only 
half a tail. The cat perched on the TV was missing an eye. 


Inside the carrier, Bella let out a screech. She began to claw furiously at the side. The door popped 
open—and Bella came shooting out. 


The cats tossed back their heads and began to yowl. They jumped off the furniture and began to 
circle Amanda and me. They eyed us menacingly. Bared their fangs and hissed. 


“Do you see them?" I cried. 


Amanda grabbed my shirtsleeve. “Yes. I see them. Where did these cats come from?" she cried. 
“What are they doing here?" 


“I—I don't know,” I stammered. “Maybe—maybe they're all dead!” 


Bella arched her back and screeched at the circling cats. The black fur on her back stood straight 
up. She screeched again and again. 


“Let’s get out of here!” I cried. 

Amanda and I spun away from them. We started for the front door. 
And the door swung open in front of us. 

“Hey!” I cried out. 

Mrs. Caplan came walking in. 


She wore a short-sleeved red T-shirt over a long-sleeved yellow T-shirt and a short purple skirt. 
She had her dark hair tied up in a purple bandanna. When she saw the ragged cats, her dark eyes 
bulged. She dropped the suitcase she’d been carrying. 


Mr. Caplan came in right behind her, lugging two suitcases. He wore a red-and-yellow Hawaiian 
shirt and white tennis shorts. 


“We came home a few days early —” he said. But then his mouth dropped open. His eyes blinked 
behind his round eyeglasses. “What’s going on in here?" he cried. 


“Where did these cats come from? Where is Bella?" Mrs. Caplan demanded in her booming voice. 
I pointed. Bella had crawled under the couch. She was hissing at the other cats. 

Mr. Caplan bent down and picked Bella up. He soothed her, holding her tightly against his chest. 
The other cats grew quiet. They stopped prowling and gazed up at the Caplans. 

“How did they get in here?" Mrs. Caplan demanded. 

“I... have to tell you the whole story,” I said. “Amanda and 1... well ... we're really sorry.” 


“Sorry?” she asked. 


“We left the front door open," Amanda said. “Bella ran out and got run over by a truck. So ... I got 
this great idea that didn't turn out so great." 


“We went to that pet store, Cat Heaven," I said. “And we brought home this substitute cat. We—we 
thought maybe we could fool you into thinking it was the real Bella." 


“We know it was a terrible thing to do," Amanda said. 
“And we're so—so sorry,” I said again. “We messed up. It's totally our fault." 


Mrs. Caplan put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t be sorry, Mickey," she said. ““We should have told 
you the truth.” 


I squinted at her. “The truth?" 
She nodded. “Yes. Bella was a dead cat from the beginning. Bella died four years ago." 
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The Caplans shooed the scraggly cats out of the way. They sat down on the couch. Mr. Caplan still 
held Bella in his arms. 
Amanda and I stood awkwardly in the center of the room. We waited for them to explain. 


“Tl make this short and sweet,” Mr. Caplan said, petting Bella. “Four years ago, Bella ran out of 
the house and was run over by a truck. But we couldn't bear to part with her. Then someone told us 
about the place where cats who die violent deaths go—Cat Heaven." 

Amanda and I both gasped. “It isn't a store?" I said. “It really is cat heaven?" 


“The cats in front are live cats," Mr. Caplan said. “But the cats in the back room are dead. They 
appear alive in every way. You bring them home, and they are fine. The problem is, if they get out of 
the house, they reenact their violent death." 


I stared hard at him. ^You mean —" 


“Bella ran out of the house three times before," Mrs. Caplan said, shaking her head sadly. “Each 
time, she was run over by a truck. Then we had to go back to Cat Heaven to bring her home again." 


“But what are these other cats?" Mr. Caplan demanded. “Are they dead, too? What are they doing 
here?" 


“I—II think they escaped when I stole Bella,” I stammered. “I grabbed Bella and ran out the back 
door. I knocked cages over. These cats must have escaped, too. They followed me. They've been 
haunting me!” 


“Oh, wow." Mr. Caplan shook his head. “That’s bad, Mickey. That's really bad." 


“Don’t you realize what you've done?" Mrs. Caplan's face had gone pale. Her chin trembled. 
“Don’t you realize you've ruined your life? ” 
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I stared at her. I couldn't speak. I wanted to ask her why she said that. But I couldn't find any words. 
Mr. Caplan sat petting Bella. He kept his eyes on the cat. He didn't look at me. 


The other cats padded closer to me. They watched me, as if they expected something from me. A 
gray cat with half its tail missing brushed against my leg. 


“You can't just walk in and take a dead cat from the back room at Cat Heaven," Mrs. Caplan 
explained finally. “Only the cat's true owner can carry it out of the store. Only a cat’s true owner can 
claim it." 


“Tf the dead cat is taken out by the wrong owner, it will become evil," Mr. Caplan said, shaking his 
head. “Bella is gentle now. But she will become angry and wildly, fiercely evil.” 


“II know,” I muttered. 
“We had a lot of trouble with her," Amanda said. 
"You've upset the whole cat universe," Mr. Caplan continued. 


"These other dead cats belong to you now, Mickey," Mrs. Caplan said. *You let them out. They 
will haunt you. They will stay with you forever." 


“They—they’ve been following me everywhere," I stammered. “Giving me presents. Then 
attacking me." 


She sighed. “Poor boy. You—you didn't know what you were doing. But now these cats will haunt 
you for the rest of your life." 


“No!” I cried. “No way! That can’t be!” 


The gray cat brushed my leg again. It sent chills up my body. The other cats stood stiffly, staring up 
at me. 


“What can I do?" I demanded. *I—T'1l round them up and take them back to Cat Heaven." 
“You can't take them back,” Mr. Caplan said softly. “The store won't take them back." 

I pictured Lou out in the parking lot. Telling me to take Bella away and never come back. 
“But ... I can't.... These cats ... 1...” 

I couldn't talk. I couldn't think straight. 

“Tm so so so sorry," Mrs. Caplan said. “We never thought this would happen.” 

“There must be something Mickey can do," Amanda said in a trembling voice. 

The Caplans both shook their heads sadly. 

Suddenly, I had an idea. 


I rushed to the front door and pulled it wide open. Then I motioned to the cats. “Go! Out the door! 
All of you—GO!” 


They stared up at me without moving. 


“Go!” I screamed, waving my arms wildly. “Out the door! Beat it! Get lost! Go!” 
No. 

They didn’t move. They didn’t even turn their heads to the door. 

Failure. 

I let out a long, weary sigh. 

Suddenly, I had a better idea. 
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I turned and darted out of the house. I crossed the lawn to my house. Ran upstairs to my room. 
My brain was whirring. I could almost hear it spinning. 


I pulled the top off Zorro's glass cage and carefully picked the little guy up. I brushed some wood 
shavings off his fur. The mouse twitched his nose and gazed up at me with his little black-dot eyes. 


“Tm sorry, Zorro," I told him. “I’m really going to miss you, fella. But I need you to save my life 
today." 


I cupped him in my hands and ran back to the Caplans’ house. 
I was heartbroken. I didn't want to lose Zorro. He was an awesome pet. 


But I couldn't be more desperate. My life depended on this. He was my only hope. My only hope of 
not having to spend my life haunted by a dozen scraggly, vicious dead cats. 


I carried him into the living room. No one had moved. The Caplans sat on the couch, shaking their 
heads, murmuring to each other. Mr. Caplan had Bella in his lap. Amanda stood leaning against the 
back of an armchair. 


The dead cats all turned to watch me. I raised Zorro high so they could see him. 

“What are you doing?" Amanda demanded. “Why did you bring your mouse?" 

“Just watch," I said. “I hope—I hope this works." 

I pulled the front door open wide. Then I swung Zorro around so the dead cats could all see him 
again. 

Then I lowered the little white mouse to the floor. Gave him a light push. And sent him scampering 
to the door. 

I turned to the cats. “Go get him!” I cried. “Chase him! Get him! GO!" 

Again, they stared up at me. Again, they didn't move. 

“Get the mouse! Chase the mouse!” I screamed. “Go, go, GO!” 


I turned and saw Zorro darting to the Caplans’ front yard. I felt so bad. The cats weren’t moving. 
Had I sacrificed my pet for nothing? 


I dropped to my knees on the carpet. Defeated. Ruined. 


I felt like crying, but I forced it back. I couldn’t keep my shoulders from heaving up and down. I 
buried my face in my hands. 


Then I heard a soft padding sound. I lowered my hands. I saw the dead cats sniffing the air, gazing 
at the open front door. 


Sniffing the mouse? 
Without warning, they took off. 
They darted past me, brushing me as they went by. They didn’t make a sound. They stampeded out 


the open door, picking up speed as they ran after the mouse. 


Bella leaped off Mr. Caplan's lap. The Caplans both uttered startled cries as the black cat hurtled 
across the carpet and out the front door. 


None of us spoke. 
We froze there in the living room. The four of us. No cats. 


A few seconds later, I heard the squeal of skidding truck tires and Bella's screech of death. 
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We stayed silent for a long moment. The silence rang in my ears. 


Mr. Caplan jumped up from the couch. His face was very red. A smile spread slowly across it. He 
slapped me a high five. “Brilliant!” he boomed. 


Mrs. Caplan was smiling, too. She stood up and came over to Amanda and me. “Mickey, that was 
genius," she said. “We couldn't return the dead cats to Cat Heaven. But they could return 
themselves.” 


“They all ran out to recreate their violent deaths,” Mr. Caplan said. “They will be back in Cat 
Heaven in no time.” 


Mrs. Caplan let out a long sigh. “Thank goodness that’s over,” she told her husband. “Let’s unpack 
our bags and then go to Cat Heaven and pick up Bella from the back room. She hates it when we 
leave her there too long." 


Well, I guess it was kind of a happy ending. The Caplans paid Amanda and me an extra fifty dollars 
each since we had so much trouble. 


A few days later, Mom was driving me to my tennis lesson. I’m not a great tennis player. But I’m 
getting better. 


The tennis courts are inside a huge white bubble on the outskirts of town. There are maybe a 
hundred courts. The smack of tennis balls is deafening. 


We were almost there when I saw a store I’d never seen before. “Hey, Mom—stop,” I said. I 
pointed to the big sign over the door. “Check that out.” 


The store was called Mouse Heaven. 

“I have to go in for a minute," I said. I started to open the car door. 
Mom held me back. “Mickey, you'll be late for your lesson.” 

“PI just be a minute," I said. “I swear." 


I darted into the store. A long, narrow store with two rows of glass cages. The air inside smelled 
of piney wood shavings. 

I moved down the two rows of cages. White mice crawled through their shavings or slept curled up 
on the cage floors. A few stared out at me, twitching their little noses. 

I stopped at the very last cage. I lowered my face to the glass. 

“Zorro!” I cried. "There you are!” 
“Zorro!” 


Should I bring him home? 


The little guy stared up at me, twitching his tail. 


WELCOME BACK TO THE HALL OF HORRORS 


The fire has gone out. The Unliving Room has grown cold. Through the black window I can hear the 
flap of bat wings as they circle the Tower of No Return. 


Did you know the stairs in the Tower only lead UP? They do not lead DOWN. 


Don't be tense, Mickey. You will not be staying there. Tonight you will sleep in the guest 
deadroom. 


My assistant is digging your bed right now. The soil will be a soft, welcoming mattress. The 
tombstone at its head reads: DO NOT DISTURB. So you will have a peaceful sleep. 


I am the Story-Keeper, and I will keep your story here in the Hall of Horrors, where it belongs. 
Tomorrow before you leave, I will have a gift for you. Maybe you can guess what it 1s. 


One word of warning: Don't look in the carrying case till you get home. Shredder gets upset if you 
look at him. Why is he called Shredder? 


Hahahahahahahahaha! Funny question. 
Oh, I’m being rude. We have a new guest. 
Come right in, young man. I believe your name is Steven Sweeney. Yes? 


And you have a story you'd like to tell. It's called Night of the Giant Everything. And you think 
it's scary enough for the Hall of Horrors? 


Well, come in, Steven. Just step over that giant python throw pillow. I believe it's napping. 


Come in. Plenty of room in the Hall of Horrors. You know....There’s Always Room for One More 
Scream. 


Preview 


Ready for More? 


Here's another tale from the Hall of Horrors: 
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“Pick a card. Any card." 
I held the deck up to Ava and Courtney. They're in my class. Ava Munroe and Courtney Jackson. 
They both laughed. “Steven, we know this trick," Ava said. 


Ava is the tallest girl in the sixth grade at Everest Middle School. She's very pretty, with wavy 
blond hair and blue eyes. But I think being so tall gives her an attitude. 


She likes to look down on me. And I’m only two or three inches shorter than she is. 


I waved the deck of cards in their faces. “Maybe this trick is different. Go ahead. Pick one and 
don't tell me what it is." 


Courtney crossed her arms in front of her blue hoodie. “It’s the ace of hearts," she said without 
picking a card. 

Courtney is black, with short hair and big dark brown eyes. She wears long, dangling earrings and 
lots of beads. She has a great laugh. 

I hear her laugh a lot. Because she likes to laugh at me and my magic tricks. 

“How do you know your card will be the ace of hearts?" I asked. 

“Because every card in the deck is the ace of hearts," Courtney replied. 

She and Ava bumped knuckles and laughed again. 


“Okay, okay," I said. “You guessed that one." I tucked the trick deck of cards into my jacket pocket. 
“But here's a trick you don't know. Can you spare any change?" 


I reached up and pulled a quarter from Ava's nose. 
Ava groaned. “Steven, that's totally obnoxious. Why are you always doing that?" 


Obnoxious is one of her favorite words. Her brother is obnoxious. Her dog 1s obnoxious. Today 
she said her /unch was obnoxious. I’m not kidding. 


“I just feel a change in the air,” I said. I pulled a quarter from Courtney’s ear. I spun it in my fingers 
and made it disappear. 


“Know where the quarter went?" I asked. “Ava, open your mouth.” 
“No way,” she said, spinning away from me. 
“Steven, give us a break," Courtney said. *We've seen all your tricks—remember?" 


It was a cool fall day. A gust of wind blew my hair over my eyes. I have long, straight black hair. 
My mom calls it a mop of hair. She likes to wait till I brush it just right and then mess it up with both 
hands. 

Everyone in my family is funny. 

Most of the guys in my class have very short hair. But I like it long. It’s more dramatic when I’m 
doing my comedy magic act onstage. 


Ava, Courtney, and I were standing at the curb on Everest Street. School had just let out. Kids were 
still hurrying out of the building. The wind swirled, sending brown leaves dancing down the street. 


Courtney tucked her hands into her hoodie. *So tomorrow is the talent assembly?" 

I nodded. “Yeah. My act is going to kill.” 

“Not if Courtney and I kill you first!" Ava said. 

Ha-ha. LOL. They're both crazy about me. Otherwise, they wouldn't say things like that—right? 
"You're my assistants tomorrow,” I said. “We have to rehearse the act. Practice your moves.” 


Courtney squinted at me. *You're not going to pull quarters out of our noses in front of the whole 
school, are you?" 


“Do you have any tricks that aren't obnoxious?” Ava asked. 

“For sure," I said. “Here. Check out this new trick." 

They didn't see the spray can of Silly String hidden at my side. 

I leaned forward. Then I pretended to sneeze on Ava. A biiig sneeze. 

And as I sneezed, I squirted a stream of white silly string all over the front of her sweater. 
She gasped and staggered back in surprise. 

It was a riot. 

But then Courtney tried to grab the Silly String can from my hand. 

And that's when things went out of control. 


Courtney swiped at the can. My finger pushed down on the button. And squirted the stuff all over her 
face and in her hair. 


“Yuck!” She let out a cry and tried to wipe the Silly String gunk from her eyes. 


Then Ava grabbed the can and sprayed it on me. I couldn't squirm away. She kept her finger down 
on the top and covered me in a ton of the sticky stuff. Then she tossed the can to the curb. 


I started slapping at the stuff. Trying to pull it off my jacket. Courtney was still rubbing her eyes, 
smearing it off her cheeks. A big gob was stuck to her hair. 


"Steven, do you know how to spell revenge?" she asked through gritted teeth. 
“Do you know how to spell joke?" I shot back. 


Kids were laughing and cheering. One kid from the third grade picked up the can from the ground 
and tried to squirt his friend. But the can was empty. 


“Steven, you creep. You ruined my sweater!” Ava cried. 
“Tt comes out,” I said. “The can says it’s washable. It was just a joke, Ava." 


“You're a joke!” she cried angrily. She tried to punch me in the gut, but I danced away. I’m smaller 
and faster. 


I glanced at my phone and saw the time. “I’m late for my piano lesson,” I said. 


I started across the street. But then I turned back and called to Ava. "I'll come to your house after 
my lesson, and the three of us can rehearse the magic act.” 


“Not if I see you first!” she shouted. 
Courtney waved both fists at me. 


I told you. They’re crazy about me. 


Mr. Pinker is my new piano teacher. He gives lessons from his house, which is just two blocks from 
the school. 


He has a big redbrick house that sits on top of a wide grassy yard that tilts sharply downhill. In the 
winter, he lets the neighborhood kids use the hill for sledding. 

The house is old, with ivy crawling down one wall. It has two chimneys and a long screened-in 
porch. 

I climbed the hill to his house. Rang the bell and let myself in the front door. 

The front hall was brightly lit, cluttered with coats and caps and umbrellas hanging on hooks. I 


could hear piano music from the front room. Someone was finishing a lesson. The house smelled of 
fresh-baked cookies. 


I set down my backpack and tossed my jacket onto one of the hooks. A short red-haired girl gave 


me a smile as she headed out the front door. 


“Hello, Steven. Come in,” Mr. Pinker greeted me. “That was Lisa. She got the piano keys all 
warmed up for you." 


He seems like a nice guy. I guess he's about forty or so. He's tall and thin. Mostly bald, with a 
fringe of red-brown hair around his head. He wears glasses low on his nose. 


He always wears a gray suit and a red necktie. This is only my third lesson with him. He's worn 
the same outfit each time. 


I followed him into the front room. It was kind of old-fashioned. Lots of old chairs and a big brown 
leather couch with the leather peeling off in places. A tall grandfather clock on the far wall had the 
minute hand missing. It didn't work. 


Four black-and-white photographs of sailboats hung on one wall. A painting of a symphony 
conductor with his baton raised stood over the mantel. 


A low desk in one corner had stacks and stacks of sheet music on it. The piano stood against the 
other wall, facing the front window. A window seat also held tall stacks of piano sheet music. 


Outside, the gusting wind sent a tree branch tapping the front window. It sounded like drumbeats. 
"What's that white stuff in your hair?" Mr. Pinker asked. “Are you getting dandruff?” 

I reached up. My hair was sticky. “It’s Silly String,” I said. “I had a little Silly String battle.” 

He nodded. “Make sure your fingers aren't sticky." Then he disappeared from the room. 


A few seconds later, he returned with a big home-baked chocolate chip cookie on a plate and a 
glass of milk. “I know sixth-graders are hungry after school," he said. “That’s why I bake my special 
cookies for my students every day." 


He handed me the plate and set the glass of milk down on a coaster on the piano. I wasn't really 
hungry, but I didn't want to be rude. I took a big bite ofthe cookie. 


It was very chewy and a gob of it stuck to the roof of my mouth. I tried to wash it down with a sip 
of milk. 


Mr. Pinker pushed the plate under my nose. “Go ahead. Finish it, Steven. All the kids enjoy them.” 
I forced the cookie down, sipping milk after every bite. 


As Mr. Pinker watched me eat, he got this big smile on his face. His eyes lit up and he kept 
grinning. He watched till I finished every last crumb. 


But there was nothing strange about that—Tright? 
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WELCOME TO THE 
HALL OF HORRORS 


THERE'S ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE SCREAM 


Before you enter, please wipe your shoes on the KEEP OUT mat. We try to keep the floors clean. The 
housecreeper hasn't cleaned for a while. You'll have to forgive the BLOODSTAINS. 


Yes, you've found my old castle, a place for very special visitors only. This is a place for kids who 
have stories to tell. 


Come sit by the fire. Don't you like the way the flames leap to the ceiling? Too bad we don't have 
a fireplace. 


I am the Story-Keeper. Here in the darkest, most hidden part of HorrorLand, I keep the doors to the 
Hall of Horrors open. 


Frightened kids find their way here. Haunted kids. They are eager to tell me their stories. I am the 
Listener. And I am the Keeper of their tales. 


Those shadowy faces on the wall? The faces with bulging eyes and mouths open in screams of 
horror? Those are paintings of the kids who brought their stories to me. 


We have a visitor today. That boy sitting in the armchair by the fire. He's nervously juggling three 
red balls in the air. 


His name is Steven Sweeney. Steven is twelve, and he's into magic and illusions. But what 
happened to him was no illusion. 


“What is your story about, Steven?" 

“Its about ... dangerous magic." 

“You enjoy performing tricks, don't you?" 

“Tricks can be fun. What happened to me was horrifying!” 

“Well, go ahead, Steven. I am the Story-Keeper. Start at the beginning. Tell me your story.” 


Steven lets the three red balls fall to his lap. His dark eyes burn into mine. “Are you sure? It's a 
very weird story," he says. 


Go ahead, Steven. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream in the HALL OF 
HORRORS.... 
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“Pick a card. Any card." 
I held the deck up to Ava and Courtney. They’re in my class. Ava Munroe and Courtney Jackson. 
They both laughed. “Steven, we know this trick,” Ava said. 


Ava is the tallest girl in the sixth grade at Everest Middle School. She’s very pretty, with wavy 
blond hair and blue eyes. But I think being so tall gives her an attitude. 


She likes to look down on me. And I’m only two or three inches shorter than she is. 


I waved the deck of cards in their faces. “Maybe this trick 1s different. Go ahead. Pick one and 
don't tell me what it is.” 


Courtney crossed her arms in front of her blue hoodie. “It’s the ace of hearts,” she said without 
picking a card. 

Courtney is African American, with short hair and big dark brown eyes. She wears long, dangling 
earrings and lots of beads. She has a great laugh. 

I hear her laugh a lot. Because she likes to laugh at me and my magic tricks. 

“How do you know your card will be the ace of hearts?” I asked. 

“Because every card in the deck is the ace of hearts," Courtney replied. 

She and Ava bumped knuckles and laughed again. 


“Okay, okay," I said. “You guessed that one." I tucked the trick deck of cards into my jacket pocket. 
“But here's a trick you don't know. Can you spare any change?" 


I reached up and pulled a quarter from Ava's nose. 
Ava groaned. “Steven, that's totally obnoxious. Why are you always doing that?" 


Obnoxious is one of her favorite words. Her brother is obnoxious. Her dog is obnoxious. Today 
she said her /unch was obnoxious. I’m not kidding. 


“I just feel a change in the air,” I said. I pulled a quarter from Courtney's ear. I spun it in my fingers 
and made it disappear. 


“Know where the quarter went?” I asked. “Ava, open your mouth.” 
“No way,” she said, spinning away from me. 
“Steven, give us a break," Courtney said. *We've seen all your tricks—remember?" 


It was a cool fall day. A gust of wind blew my hair over my eyes. I have long, straight black hair. 
My mom calls it a mop of hair. She likes to wait till I brush it just right and then mess it up with both 
hands. 


Everyone in my family is funny. 


Most of the guys in my class have very short hair. But I like it long. It’s more dramatic when I’m 


doing my comedy magic act onstage. 


Ava, Courtney, and I were standing at the curb on Everest Street. School had just let out. Kids were 
still hurrying out of the building. The wind swirled, sending brown leaves dancing down the street. 


Courtney tucked her hands into her hoodie. *So tomorrow is the talent assembly?" 

I nodded. “Yeah. My act is going to kill. " 

“Not if Courtney and I kill you first!" Ava said. 

Ha-ha. LOL. They’re both crazy about me. Otherwise, they wouldn’t say things like that—right? 


"You're my assistants tomorrow. Remember?" I said. “We have to rehearse the act. Practice your 
moves.” 


Courtney squinted at me. *You're not going to pull quarters out of our noses in front of the whole 
school, are you?” 


“Do you have any tricks that aren’t obnoxious?” Ava asked. 

“For sure,” I said. “Here. Check out this new trick.” 

They didn’t see the spray can of Silly String hidden at my side. 

I leaned forward. Then I pretended to sneeze on Ava. A biiig sneeze. 

And as I sneezed, I squirted a stream of white Silly String all over the front of her sweater. 
She gasped and staggered back in surprise. 

It was a riot. 

But then Courtney tried to grab the Silly String can from my hand. 

And that’s when things went out of control. 
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Courtney swiped at the can. My finger pushed down on the button. And squirted the stuff all over her 
face and in her hair. 


“Yuck!” She let out a cry and tried to wipe the Silly String gunk from her eyes. 


Then Ava grabbed the can and sprayed it on me. I couldn’t squirm away. She kept her finger down 
on the top and covered me in a ton of the sticky stuff. Then she tossed the can to the curb. 


I started slapping at the stuff. Trying to pull it off my jacket. Courtney was still rubbing her eyes, 
smearing it off her cheeks. A big gob was stuck to her hair. 


"Steven, do you know how to spell revenge?" she asked through gritted teeth. 
“Do you know how to spell joke?" I shot back. 


Kids were laughing and cheering. One kid from the third grade picked up the can from the ground 
and tried to squirt his friend. But the can was empty. 


"Steven, you creep. You ruined my sweater!" Ava cried. 
“It comes out," I said. “The can says it’s washable. It was just a joke, Ava.” 


“You re a joke!” she cried angrily. She tried to punch me in the gut, but I danced away. I’m smaller 
and faster. 


I glanced at my phone and saw the time. “I’m late for my piano lesson,” I said. 


I started across the street. But then I turned back and called to Ava. "I'll come to your house after 
my lesson, and the three of us can rehearse the magic act." 


“Not if I see you first!” she shouted. 
Courtney waved both fists at me. 


I told you. They're crazy about me. 


Mr. Pinker is my new piano teacher. He gives lessons from his house, which is just two blocks from 
the school. 


He has a big redbrick house that sits on top of a wide grassy yard that tilts sharply downhill. In the 
winter, he lets the neighborhood kids use the hill for sledding. 


The house is old, with ivy crawling up one wall. It has two chimneys and a long screened-in porch. 
I climbed the hill to his house. Rang the bell and let myself in the front door. 


The front hall was brightly lit, cluttered with coats and caps and umbrellas hanging on hooks. I 
could hear piano music from the front room. Someone was finishing a lesson. The house smelled of 
fresh-baked cookies. 


I set down my backpack and tossed my jacket onto one of the hooks. A short red-haired girl gave 
me a smile as she headed out the front door. 


“Hello, Steven. Come in,” Mr. Pinker greeted me. “That was Lisa. She got the piano keys all 
warmed up for you." 


He seems like a nice guy. I guess he's about forty or so. He's tall and thin. Mostly bald, with a 
fringe of red-brown hair around his head. He wears glasses low on his nose. 


He always wears a gray suit and a red necktie. This was only my third lesson with him. He's worn 
the same outfit each time. 


I followed him into the front room. It was kind of old-fashioned. Lots of old chairs and a big brown 
leather couch with the leather peeling off in places. A tall grandfather clock on the far wall had the 
minute hand missing. It didn't work. 


Four black-and-white photographs of sailboats hung on one wall. A painting of a symphony 
conductor with his baton raised stood over the mantel. 


A low desk in one corner had stacks and stacks of sheet music on it. The piano stood against the 
other wall, facing the front window. A window seat also held tall stacks of piano sheet music. 


Outside, the gusting wind sent a tree branch tapping the front window. It sounded like drumbeats. 
"What's that white stuff in your hair?" Mr. Pinker asked. “Are you getting dandruff?” 

I reached up. My hair was sticky. “It’s Silly String,” I said. “I had a little Silly String battle.” 

He nodded. “Make sure your fingers aren't sticky." Then he disappeared from the room. 


A few seconds later, he returned with a big home-baked chocolate chip cookie on a plate and a 
glass of milk. “I know sixth-graders are hungry after school," he said. “That’s why I bake my special 
cookies for my students every day." 


He handed me the plate and set the glass of milk down on a coaster on the piano. I wasn't really 
hungry, but I didn't want to be rude. I took a big bite ofthe cookie. 


It was very chewy and a gob of it stuck to the roof of my mouth. I tried to wash it down with a sip 
of milk. 


Mr. Pinker pushed the plate under my nose. “Go ahead. Finish it, Steven. All the kids enjoy them.” 
I forced the cookie down, sipping milk after every bite. 


As Mr. Pinker watched me eat, he got this big smile on his face. His eyes lit up and he kept 
grinning. He watched till I finished every last crumb. 


But there was nothing strange about that — right? 
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“This is one of Chopin’s early pieces,” Mr. Pinker said. He set the sheet music down on the piano. “I 
think you will find it easy to play, once you get used to the rhythm.” 


“I practiced the other piece you gave me last week,” I told him. “But I only have a small keyboard 
at home, so it’s hard to do it right.” 


Mr. Pinker patted my shoulder. “Once your parents hear how good you are, they will want to buy 
you a real piano,” he said. 


I guess I am pretty good at it. l'm not bragging. Music comes pretty easily for me. Same with magic 
and doing stand-up comedy and other stuff onstage. I just like to perform. 


Dad says my uncle David sang and played piano with a very popular dance band. He died before I 
was born. But maybe I get my talent from him. 


I pulled the piano bench up closer and leaned over the music. I tried to figure out the fingering of 
the first few bars. 


Mr. Pinker was wrong. This piece was hard. Very fast and complicated. I knew it would take hours 
of practice to get my fingers moving fast enough. 


Mr. Pinker slid next to me on the piano bench. "Let's try a few measures," he said. “P1 show you." 


I still had the chocolate taste in my mouth. Mr. Pinker's cookie was so rich, my stomach was 
already churning. 


I watched his hands as he started to play. I kept moving my eyes from his hands up to the music. 
Then I tried the first few bars ... very slowly. 


We worked on the piece together for about twenty minutes. It was pretty intense. But I was starting 
to get it right. 

The phone interrupted us. Mr. Pinker jumped to his feet and started for the kitchen. “I have to 
answer that," he said. “Keep practicing the first few pages." 


I leaned forward and moved my fingers over the keys. My hands were sweaty. I dried them off on 
the towel Mr. Pinker keeps on the piano. 


My back ached. I hadn't moved in nearly half an hour. I decided to stand up and stretch. 


Where was the bathroom? This would be a good time to go. But I'd never seen the rest of the 
house. 


The kitchen was to the left. To the right, I saw a long hallway. I decided there must be a bathroom 
down there. 


I stepped into the hall. There were no lights on. But I could see doors on both sides. The floor was 
wood and creaked under my shoes. The air smelled like pine, like bathroom cleaner or something. 


My eyes adjusted to the dim light. I could see that the doors along the hall were all closed. 


I pulled open the first door and peered inside. It was a closet with sheets and towels piled on the 
shelves. 


I closed that door and walked to the next door. It was partway open. I peeked inside and saw a 
twin bed and a dresser. Probably a guest bedroom. 


Maybe I should have waited and asked Mr. Pinker where the bathroom was. But there had to be 
one in this long hall, I figured. 


My shoes made the floor creak and squeak. I stepped up to the next door and pulled it open. Gazing 
inside, I blinked several times—and let out a startled gasp. 


Gray afternoon light poured in from two windows on the far wall. I gripped the doorknob and 
stared down at the floor. 


What was I seeing? A tiny town? A tiny town of wooden dollhouses? 


Before my eyes could focus, Mr. Pinker's angry scream rang through the hall. “Get OUT of there! 
SHUT that door! GET AWAY! Right NOW!” 
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I jumped a mile. And pulled the door shut. 
“Steven!” Mr. Pinker cried. “What are you doing there?” 
“Well — I — uh —" I stammered. “I’m sorry. I was looking for a bathroom, Mr. Pinker.” 
“The bathroom is at the end of the hall,” he said. He pointed. He still had an angry look on his face. 





I was shaking a little. I mean, I didn't understand why he was so angry. 
What was in that room? Why was it such a big secret? 


A little while later, I came back to the living room. He was seated on the piano bench. He had a 
thoughtful look on his face. 


I wanted to get back on his good side. I didn't want him to be angry with me. 
“Uh ... Mr. Pinker?” I said. “Think I could have another cookie?" 


That made him smile. 


After the piano lesson, I walked over to Ava’s. She lives in a small white house across the street from 
me. Their garage is almost as big as the house. 


My stomach was feeling kind of heavy after eating the two big cookies. And I kept burping up 
chocolate. I felt a little strange. But I was eager to rehearse my talent show act with Ava and 
Courtney. 


I found them in the kitchen, chopping up vegetables for a salad. 
Courtney rolled her big dark eyes and groaned. “Look what the cat dragged in.” 
“Ha-ha,” I said. “Very clever, Courtney. Did you just make that up?” 


“How was your piano lesson?” Ava asked. She tossed a big handful of lettuce into the wooden 
salad bowl on the counter. “Did you sneeze Silly String all over the piano?” 


“No way," I said. “I played Chopin." 

“And who won?” Courtney asked. “You or Chopin?” 

Courtney has a lot of attitude. My mom would say, “She has a sharp mouth.” 

Actually, I think she’s pretty funny. I always know she just teases me because she likes me. 


“The show tomorrow is going to be awesome,” I said. “You two have to dress alike onstage. Do 
you know what you're wearing?" 


“We already picked out our costumes," Ava said. “We’re wearing masks so no one knows who we 
are." 


I pinched her cheek. *I like your enthusiasm!" 


My stomach churned. Two of those big cookies was definitely one too many. 


I turned to Courtney. “Remember about the magic wand? You twirl it above your head like a baton. 
Then you hand it to Ava, and she sweeps it around and hands it to me." 


Courtney sighed. “You mean like we practiced a hundred times?" 

“I just want to make sure we're smooth,” I said. 

I picked up three eggs froma glass bowl, and I started to juggle them in the air. 
“Steven, put those down," Ava said. “Mom is making omelets tonight." 


“Maybe I'll do a little juggling tomorrow,” I said. “I have the three tiny stuffed chickens in my top 
hat. Maybe [ll pull them out and start juggling them." 


I tossed the eggs a little higher. l'm a really good juggler. I have very fast and steady hands. The 
guy who taught me how to juggle used to be a clown in the Ringling Brothers Circus. 


*Steven—please stop," Ava said. “Really.” 


I tossed the eggs higher. I liked to see the tense look on her face. Courtney froze by the sink. Her 
eyes followed the flying eggs. 


“Have you ever seen me juggle five eggs at once?" I asked. 
“Please don't try it,” Ava begged. 


I tossed the eggs up nearly to the ceiling. My hands were moving so smoothly. Toss. Catch. Toss. 
Catch. 


I had two eggs high in the air when Ava’s mom walked into the kitchen. 
“NOOOO!” Her scream startled me. 

I tossed an egg too high. It sp/atted against the ceiling. 

Two eggs came hurtling down. They both landed on Ava's head. 

Splat. Splat. 

Pll never forget that cracking sound. 


Ava groaned as gooey yellow egg yolk oozed down her hair, then over her ears and down the sides 
of her face. 


Ava's mom was shaking her head and sighing. 

Courtney rushed to Ava and began plucking chunks of broken eggshell from her gooey hair. 
I laughed. “Not my bad!" I cried. I pointed at Mrs. Munroe. “She made me do it!” 

How come I was the only one in the room laughing? 

The gooey stuff ran down Ava's cheeks, down to her neck. 


Courtney wrapped her arm around Ava’s shoulders and led her from the room. “Don’t worry,” she 
told Ava. “We can shampoo it out." 


She flashed me a dirty look and led Ava away. 
I shouted after them, “Does this mean you don't want to rehearse?” 


No answer. Then Courtney called from the hall: *Expect major revenge, Steven." 


Revenge? Ha-ha. Revenge? 


That made me laugh even harder. How could those two ever get revenge? 
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I found a surprise waiting at home. 


Mom and Dad were huddled in the den. They were clucking and cooing at a creature on the 
windowsill. They were so intense, they didn't even see me walk in. 


I stepped past Dad's big black leather lounger chair into the center of the room. They were fussing 
over a brown bird. 


“Is that a parrot?" I asked. 


My parents both spun around. “Oh, hi, Steven," Mom said. “We’re not sure. It's the size of a parrot. 
But it looks more like a baby hawk." 


“Tt flew in the window,” Dad said. “It must belong to somebody. It probably flew the coop." He 
petted the bird's brown feathered head with one finger. “It’s very tame." 


"Pretty bird,” Mom chirped. “Pretty bird. Pretty bird." 

I groaned. “Are you two going to talk bird talk from now on?” 
“T wasn't talking to the bird. I was talking to you, " Mom said. 
I told you. Everyone in my family is funny. 


Mom looks a lot like me. She’s short and has round cheeks and dark eyes, and she has straight 
black hair like mine. 


She played jazz piano when she was younger. She says she was a pretty good singer, too. But she 
gave it up before I was born. 


I guess I get a lot of my talent from my family. 


Dad is tall and blond, with pale blue eyes. He’s kind of rugged looking with broad shoulders and a 
tough-guy walk. 

Mom says he should have been an action-movie star instead of a pediatric surgeon. (Dad operates 
on children and babies.) 


Sometimes he talks about his operations at the dinner table. And Mom and I both cover our ears 
and scream for him to shut up. 


Now they were both sitting on the window seat, cooing at the brown bird perched on the ledge. 
“We have to find hima cage,” Dad said. “You know—we might have an old one in the basement." 
I tossed my backpack on the couch and stepped closer. “You mean we’re going to keep him?” 
“Your dad has already named him,” Mom said. “Bugsy.” 

“Excuse me?" I said. *Why Bugsy?” 


“Because he hunts for bugs and eats them," Dad replied. "Don t you, Bugsy? You love bugs, don't 
you?" 


“But he must belong to somebody,” I said. “He’s not a wild bird—right?” 

“We put a lost-and-found notice online," Mom said. “Someone will probably claim him." 

"Maybe there's a reward,” I said. “Maybe he's worth a million dollars or something.” 

Dad flashed me his lopsided grin. “Dude! I like the way you think!" He bumped knuckles with me. 
I bent down and smoothed my finger down the bird’s back. The feathers felt soft and warm. 

Bugsy made a sound deep in his throat. It sounded a little like a cat purring. 


His little black eyes gleamed. He turned his head, opened his yellow beak, and started to nibble my 
finger. 


"OWWWW " I jerked my hand back hard. “He BIT me!” I shrieked. “He BIT my FINGER off!” 
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Mom and Dad both gasped. Their mouths dropped open in horror. 


I tossed back my head and laughed. “Gotcha both that time!” I cried. I waved my perfectly okay 
finger in front of them. “Suckers!” 


"You're about as funny as a cold sore," Mom said, shaking her head. “Look. You terrified poor 
Bugsy. He almost fell off the windowsill.” 


“There, there, Bugsy,” I said. I petted his feathers some more. 
He warbled again. Then he turned his beak and licked the tip of my finger. 


“Wow! He has a tongue!” I cried. “I didn't know birds had tongues.” I laughed. His tongue was dry 
and scratchy. Like sandpaper. 


“Having a pet is very educational,” Dad said. "I'll go downstairs and see if I can find that old 
birdcage.” 


An idea suddenly flashed into my mind. I gazed at the bird, and a smile spread over my face. “Hey, 
Bugsy,” I said, “I think I have a job for you.” 


The bird stared up at me as if he was thinking about it. 


“Wash your hands before dinner," Mom said. 


That night, I locked my bedroom door and practiced my magic act. I always lock the door. If I don't, 
Mom and Dad come in and give me suggestions. 


Sometimes their suggestions are okay. But I really like to plan my own act. Also, a lot of the time, 
Dad takes my magic wand or my cards or some other stuff and starts doing his own act with them. 


I know he does it to be funny. But it’s a real pain when I’m trying to rehearse. 


Anyway, I practiced until I could barely keep my eyes open. I went through all my usual tricks. And 
I juggled duckpins for a while. Then I decided not to bring them to the talent assembly. They're too 
heavy to carry to school. 


Later, I had trouble getting to sleep. 


Maybe I was too psyched about the show. Or maybe it was my stomach rumbling and grumbling 
because of Mr. Pinker's big cookies. 


I made a promise to myself that at my next piano lesson, I would say no thank you to the cookie. Or 
maybe eat only half of one. 


I finally fell asleep after midnight. And I had the stupidest dream. 


I dreamed about Bugsy. The brown bird was trapped in a house. For a long time, I couldn't figure 
out what house it was. 


But then I realized it was a little wooden dollhouse. 


Was it one of those little dollhouses I saw at Mr. Pinker's house? 


In the dream, I bent down and tried to pull him from a little window. But the house started to shrink. 
And then it was too tiny, maybe an inch or two tall. Too tiny to see Bugsy inside it. 


“Bugsy, where are you?" I called in the dream. 


Then I woke up and it was morning. Yellow sunlight poured through my open bedroom window. 
The air smelled fresh and sweet. 


The dream quickly faded from my mind. I jumped out of bed and stretched my arms above me. This 
was talent show day, a day I'd looked forward to for weeks. 


I hurried into my clothes. I flew down to breakfast. 
I was so excited, I could barely sit still. 


How was I to know the day would be a complete disaster? 
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Some days, the magic just works. 


You ever have those times when you know you can’t do anything wrong? When everything you do 
is smooth and easy and wonderful? 


That’s how the talent assembly started out for me. 


The principal gave me a loud, enthusiastic introduction. “Here he is—the Amazing Steven-acious 
Steven!” The school band played a fanfare. And I came strutting onstage wearing my top hat and 
twirling the magic wand. 


Sure, it’s cornball. Sure, it’s old-fashioned. 

But the kids in the audience ate it up. 

And they went wild when Ava and Courtney came following me onstage in their glittery silver tops 
and shiny leggings. 

The act was a total sensation. Even my simplest tricks made the whole auditorium laugh and cheer. 


Sometimes my wand sticks and the flower bouquet refuses to pop out. But not today. I swung the 
wand in front of me—and the flowers appeared. Like magic! Ha-ha. 


I took a big sheet of newspaper. I cut it into strips with a scissors. Then I cut the strips into tinier 
strips. When I unfolded the strips, the paper magically appeared whole again! 


Ava and Courtney moved around the stage in time to music by the band. They handed me props and 
stepped back as I performed the tricks. 


Why did they keep grinning at each other? 


I thought maybe they were glad the tricks were working and the act was such a hit. I mean, the 
whole school was watching and loving it. 


But their grins were mysterious. I couldn't figure out what they were thinking. 


I saw my friend Duncan in the audience. I called him onstage and did a card trick with him. The 
trick where every card in the deck is the ace of hearts. 


Big applause. 


Then the two girls paraded around some more. They wheeled in a little table. I got ready to do my 
new trick. I knew the audience would love this one. 


My heart started to race. I don't really get nervous onstage. I’ve never had stage fright. I just love 
being in front of an audience. 


But new tricks always make me a little tense. And I’d practiced this trick for the first time only last 
night. 

The table had a black cloth spread over it. I stepped up to it. 

I raised my hands for the band to stop playing. Silence now. I kept my hands raised high over my 


head. 
"Bird of Flight, I summon thee!" I shouted. Silence. 
I glanced out into the auditorium. I had everyone's attention. 
Ava and Courtney stood at the sides of the table. 
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“I summon thee from distant airs!” I shouted. “Bird of Wing, I summon thee to us today!" Silence. 
I lifted the cloth off the table. I raised it high and blocked the table from view. 
Then I snapped the cloth away—and there stood Bugsy. 


I lowered my hand, and the brown bird jumped onto my arm. I raised the bird high as kids cheered 
and clapped. 


I turned and caught Ava and Courtney smiling. Of course, they’d never seen my Bugsy trick. I could 
tell they liked it. 


I held Bugsy high so everyone could see him. The bird lowered his head and licked my cheek. 
More than once. I guess he was giving me a kiss. I felt a chill. His tongue felt so dry and scratchy 
against my skin. 

I handed him to Ava and told her to put Bugsy in the cage backstage. 

Now it was time for my big finish. 


Courtney handed me four red rubber balls, my juggling balls. This was the hardest stunt I’d ever 
tried. 


I planned to juggle the four balls, keeping two in the air the whole time. And to drink a cup of 
water while I juggled them. 


The three of us had practiced this day after day. Some days, it worked very well. Sometimes, I 
dropped the balls when I started to drink. A few times, I choked on the water. 


But today everything was working. Everything was perfect. 
I never felt so much in control. So much confidence. 
The Steven-acious Steven was a winner! 


The band played a fanfare. I stepped to the edge of the stage and started to juggle. Three red balls 
at first, slowly. Then, as I picked up speed, I added the fourth ball. 


Two up. Two down. Two up. Two down. 
I had the balls going in a perfect rhythm. I felt like a machine, a juggling machine. 
A drumroll by the snare drummer. 


Courtney stepped forward. She carried the paper cup in front of her. The cup was filled halfway up 
with water. 


I shouted to the audience: “In a trick that only the Steven-acious Steven performs, I will now juggle 
and drink a cup of water at the same time!" 


I could see everyone's eyes on me. No one moved or talked. 


Two up. Two down. Two up. Two down. 


I kept the rhythm going. The red balls made a snapping sound as they slapped into my moving 
hands. 


Courtney stepped closer. She raised the blue paper cup to my lips. 
Two up. Two down. Two up. Two down. 

Courtney tilted the cup to my mouth. 

I took a long sip. 

A bitter liquid burned my tongue. A horrible sick taste filled my mouth. 
“AAAAAAAGH!” A hoarse scream burst from my throat. 

I batted the cup away. Courtney leaped back. 


The four red balls bounced all around me. They thudded on the stage floor and bounced into the 
audience. 


The sharp sour taste in my mouth made me sick. My stomach heaved. 
“T’ve been POISONED!” I screamed. “Somebody—help! I’ve been POISONED!” 
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The sour taste puckered my lips. I started to gag. 
I knew I was going to hurl. With another cry, I turned and ran off the stage. 


I could hear the roar of laughter in the auditorium. Kids were shrieking and laughing their heads 
off. 


It was a riot back there. I could hear teachers shouting for everyone to get quiet. A few teachers 
came running to help me. 


I cupped my hand over my mouth and ran to the bathroom backstage. But by the time I got there, my 
stomach had settled down a little. I didn't feel like puking anymore. 


I leaned against the wall, trying to settle myself. Trying to think clearly about what had just 
happened. 


My act was going beautifully, perfectly—and then it was ruined. 

But how? Why? 

Then I saw Ava and Courtney come staggering toward me. They were hugging each other, slapping 
high fives, laughing. 

Why were they celebrating? 


^Wh-what happened?" I stammered. I still felt queasy. The burning sour taste lingered in my mouth. 
I kept swallowing. Swallowing. Trying to get rid of it. 


“What happened? What was in that paper cup? What did you give me?" 


I lurched to the water fountain on the wall and gulped down about a gallon. Then I turned back to 
them. They were still giggling and enjoying themselves. 


I grabbed each one by the arm. “Tell me. What did you put in that cup?" 
They finally stopped giggling. 

“Just something we mixed up in the chem lab," Courtney said. 

“Huh? Are you serious?” I shrieked. 

They both nodded. 

“You gave me chemicals to drink?" I cried. 

They laughed. 


“We just poured in whatever we could find," Ava said. “You know. We pulled bottles off the shelf 
and poured them in.” 


I grabbed my throat. *But—but—why?" I sputtered. 


“You deserved it,” they both said at the same time. Then they spun away and took off, running to the 
backstage door. 


“I — I’ve been ... poisoned,” I murmured. I stood there, my heart pounding, my brain spinning. 
I could still taste the bitter chemicals on my tongue. My stomach lurched again. 
I forced myself to move. I picked up Bugsy in his metal birdcage. And I ran out the back door. 


Into the sunny, cool afternoon. I ran across the empty playground. I flew across the street without 
checking for traffic. 


I ran without seeing, without thinking. Ran all the way home. 
I burst through the kitchen door. Set Bugsy’s cage down on the counter. 
And started to shout: “Mom! Dad! Help me!” 
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No one home. 
I swallowed some more. I tried to fight down my panic. 
I'm okay. I'm okay, I told myself. 
I'll brush my teeth, I decided. That will get rid of this putrid taste. 


I ran to the stairs—and stumbled into a bucket and mop. Water sloshed over my sneakers and made 
a soapy puddle on the floor. 


Mom or Dad must have been mopping the floor and left the mop and pail at the bottom of the stairs. 
I stepped around it and pulled myself up the stairs two at a time. 


The upstairs hall felt warmer than downstairs. It smelled piney up here. Someone had definitely 
been cleaning. Probably Dad. He's the big cleaner in our family. 


I passed the guest room, then my room. The bathroom was at the end of the hall. 
“Hey!” I let out a startled shout. And stumbled into the wall. 
I pushed both hands against the pale pink wallpaper and spun around. 


What just happened? It took me a few seconds to realize. I was standing barefoot on the dark 
purple carpet. 


I'd stepped right out of my sneakers. 

But—how? They were tightly laced. 

I left them in the middle of the floor and walked down the hall. 
Nearly to the bathroom, I tripped over my jeans. 

Huh? Why are my pants falling off? 


I hitched them up with one hand. I felt strange, a little dizzy. I blinked a few times. The wallpaper 
seemed to be rising up on both sides of me. 


I glanced up. That made me feel even dizzier. The ceiling suddenly appeared much higher than 
usual. The bathroom door rose a mile over my head. 

Was something wrong with my eyes? 

My tongue felt dry. Kind of itchy. I could taste the sour chemicals on the roof of my mouth. 

It’s going to take a lot of toothpaste to get rid of this taste, I thought. 

I stepped up to the sink and reached for my toothbrush. 

“Whoooaaa!” 
Whats up with this? 
Why did I have to stand on tiptoe to reach over the sink? 


My arms weren't long enough to reach the toothbrush in its cup. I had to jump high to grab it. 
I wrapped my hand around it. The toothbrush felt so heavy. I had to hold it in both hands. 
Whoa. Wait. Wait ... 

My head barely poked above the sink. I couldn't reach the faucet. 

I didn't want to believe it. But I had no choice. 


I stood there, my whole body trembling. My teeth began to chatter in fear. The toothbrush was 
almost as big as a baseball bat! 


“I... can't be shrinking," I murmured. My voice came out so tiny and high. 
“T can't be shrinking. That's impossible — right?" 


That's when the clothes fell off my body. My jeans fell to the floor and sagged around me. My T- 
shirt slid off and puddled around my ankles. 


I stood there totally naked and stared up at the sink high above my head. 
"It's impossible — right? I can't be shrinking.” 


I stepped away from the pile of my clothes. My socks were as big as our laundry bags. 


I hugged myself to try to keep from trembling. I stood there, naked, staring up at the bottom of the 
sink high above me. 


I felt totally strange. My heart was beat-beat-beating like I had a hummingbird inside me. A water 
drip in the sink made me jump. The loud noise rang like a bell clanging. 


I hugged myself tighter. I was numb with fright. I mean, my skin felt cold and numb. I couldn't stop 
my teeth from chattering. 


How short am I? I wondered. 


I turned. I was standing beside the bathroom scale. It was too tall to step up on. I had to hoist 
myself up using both hands. 


How much did I weigh? I stood on the scale. But I was too light to make it go down. The dial 
showed zero. 


That sent a shudder down my already cold back. 


I hopped down from the scale. I couldn't tell how tall I was. Maybe six inches tall, maybe eight or 
nine. 


Did it matter? 


I thought Ava and Courtney were my friends. But they gave me chemicals that made me shrink. They 
poisoned me! 


Okay, okay. I took a deep breath and held it. But it didn’t help me fight back my panic. 
Okay. They wanted revenge. But how could they do this to me? How? 


Then a question flashed into my panicked mind. A question that sent shivers of fear down my tiny 
body. 


Was I going to be a tiny person for the rest of my life? 


No. Impossible. 
I had to get back to my normal size. I had to sit down and think. 
I had to get to my room. I had to figure out something. Make a plan. Do something! 
And I had to find something to wear. 
Iran out of the bathroom. My feet slapped the floor tiles but barely made a sound. 


Out into the hall. The purple carpet was thick and tall. It came up over my ankles and scratched my 
legs. 


I saw my sneakers halfway down the hall. They looked like big boats riding on a purple lake. 
What can I wear? 
I couldn't walk around naked. 


I stepped into my room. The bed rose up like a mountain. I had to crane my neck to see to the top of 
my bookshelves. 


I'd left a pile of dirty clothes on the floor. But of course they were all too big. I tried to pull up a 
white sock. It was almost as tall as me. And too heavy to wrap around me. 


I sat down on a bunched-up pair of jeans to think. What could I wear? What would fit me? 
I realized that maybe I was staring at the answer. On the bottom bookshelf. My two marionettes. 


One was a clown in a red-and-white polka-dot clown costume. That wouldn't be very good. But 
the other marionette was a man in a brown business suit. 


Of course, I'd look totally lame in a brown business suit made for a puppet. But I was only six or 
eight inches tall. I really couldn't be choosy. 


Iran to the bookshelf. I kept tripping on the white shag rug. 


I lowered my shoulder and pushed through the thicket of wool. It was like fighting my way through 
a jungle. The wool stuck to my legs and scratched my knees. It seemed to take an hour to reach the 
shelf. 


I fumbled with the two marionettes. They were bigger than I'd thought. It took all my strength to 
push the clown marionette away. 


I reached for the businessman. The puppet was on its back, staring up. The strings were tangled all 
around it. 


I struggled to push the strings away so I could sit the puppet up. Undressing it wasn't going to be 
easy. 


I tugged off the shiny black shoes. They were made of some kind of plastic. Would they fit me? 
Only one way to find out. 


I dropped onto the edge of the bookshelf. Gripped the left shoe in both hands—and pulled it on. 
Yes! It was my size! 
I didn't celebrate. What a horrifying thought. My foot was the same size as a puppet foot! 


I pulled on the other shoe and stood up. I tried walking along the edge of the shelf. The plastic 
shoes squeaked. They were a little tight. But at least they covered my bare feet. 


I tried to stand the puppet up, but I wasn't strong enough. It was taller than me. I had to try to pull 
the suit off with the marionette lying on its back. 


I dropped to my hands and knees and started to pull off the marionette's silky suit pants. I grabbed 
the waist and tried to tug down. But the pants didn't move. 


I pulled harder. 


Then I saw that I was wasting my time. The puppet's strings were nailed to its body. And the nails 
went through the clothes. 


No way could I tug the pants off without ripping them to pieces. Or getting them completely tangled 
in the strings. 


With a sigh, I jumped down off the bookshelf. 


There I was, less than ten inches tall, totally naked except for squeaky black plastic shoes. 
Frantically, I gazed around my room. 


What could I wear? 


I blinked when I saw the two dolls on the floor at the foot of the bed. It took me a few seconds to 
remember that my little cousin Mindy had left them there the last time she visited. 


I stumbled back through the tall wool of the shag rug. Finally, I stopped and stared at the two dolls. 
Barbie and Ken. 


Barbie was in her doctor outfit—white lab coat and a surgeon's cap. Her hair was tied back. She 
had a stethoscope around her neck. And she wore glasses. 


Ken wore flashy rock-and-roll clothes. A sparkly silver jumpsuit with a neon blue shirt underneath, 
open to the waist. Lots of fake gold chains around his neck. 


I knew this outfit wasn't nailed to his body. Because Mindy was constantly changing their outfits. 
Would Ken's clothes fit me? 


Yes. Actually, the shirt was a little loose. The jumpsuit pants were too long, so I rolled up the 
bottoms. The gold chains I tossed aside. 


Okay, I looked like a total freak. But at least I was dressed. 

Now I had to calm down. Concentrate. Get my brain chugging. 

Ava and Courtney gave me chemicals to drink. And the chemicals made me shrink. 
I had to reach them. I had to find out exactly what they put in that paper cup. 


If I knew what I drank, maybe ... just maybe ... our doctor or someone would know what I could 
drink to make me tall again. 


Okay. I decided to call Ava first. 


Gazing up, I saw my cell phone on the bed. 
The bed rose over me like Mount Everest. The phone seemed miles away. 
I had to reach it. I had to get up there. But how? 


I grabbed the wooden leg of the bed with both hands. I jumped off the floor and wrapped my legs 
around it. 


I was never a good climber. I could never get to the top of the rope in gym class. And I hated the 
wall-climbing place at the mall. 


But I had to be a good climber now. 

Luckily, the little plastic shoes helped. They stuck to the wooden leg and held tight as I worked my 
way slowly up. 

My hands were sweaty. I'd climb a few inches. Plant my feet. Reach up another few inches. But my 
damp hands kept sliding back down. 

Halfway up, I made the mistake of looking down to the floor. 

“Whoooaa!”’ 

I've always had a problem with heights. 


Now I felt dizzy. The room was spinning. I gripped the leg tightly and returned my gaze to the top of 
the bed. 


Still a long way to go. 

I raised my hands. Clamped them around the leg. Pushed up with the plastic shoes. 
To my shock, the shoes slipped. My wet hands started to slide. 

I lost my hold and started to drop. 

“Noooo!” a shrill scream escaped my throat as I fell straight down. 

I made a desperate grab. Swung both hands out. 

And gripped the side of the bedspread. 

““Yesssss!” 


My hands tightened around the heavy red-and-white fabric. My body slammed into the side of the 
bed. But I held on tight. 


I dug the shoes into the bedspread. Raised my hands and started to climb again. 
By the time I reached the top of the bed, my whole body was shaking. Sweat poured down my face. 


I lay facedown on the bedspread for a minute or two, struggling to catch my breath. I waited for my 
arms and legs to stop aching from the climb. 


Pushing myself up to my knees, I let out a sad sigh. I suddenly pictured myself jumping out of bed in 
the morning. Or, sitting on the side of the bed, my feet resting on the floor. 


Would I ever be able to do those things again? Would getting into bed at night always be like 
climbing a tall mountain? Would Mom and Dad have to buy me some kind of baby bed or maybe a 


dog bed to sleep in? 

Crazy thoughts. But do you blame me? 

I shook myself, trying to force those thoughts away. And I crawled over to the phone. 

Up close, it appeared bigger than a suitcase. It's a flip phone. So the first thing I had to do was flip 
it open. 

I gripped the lid with both hands and pushed. To my surprise, it swung up easily. Yaaay! 

The screen lit up with my screen saver—a magician's top hat with a rabbit poking out of it. 


I sighed again. My magic act at school killed. It was awesome. But then Ava and Courtney pulled 
the best trick of all—making me smaller than a rabbit. 


*You'll be back, Steven," I said out loud. “This can be fixed. You'll be back, dude." 
I was trying to cheer myself up. But it didn't work. 
I had to call Ava. I had to know what chemicals she and Courtney put in that cup. 


I bent over the phone and lowered my hands to the keyboard. The keys were gigantic—as big as my 
mom’s pancakes. 


I leaned forward and started to push Ava’s number. 

"Unnnh. " I groaned as I tried to push the speed-dial button down. It didn’t budge. 

I leaned closer and spread both hands over it. Then I shoved my hands down with all my strength. 
No. 

Not happening. 

My little hands weren't strong enough to push the key down. 

Now what? 

Now what? 

I pounded both fists on the button. Pounded furiously. But it wouldn't click. 


I could feel my panic start to choke my throat. I froze staring down at the giant phone keys. 
Suddenly, I had an idea. 


I climbed to my feet and stepped onto the phone. 


My plastic shoes squeaked as I walked onto the keyboard. I stood on Ava's speed-dial key. Leaped 
up—and stomped down on it with all my strength. 


Beep. The number clicked. 

Then, breathing hard, I jumped on the send key. 

A few seconds later, I could hear the ring. It was so loud, I nearly fell off the phone. 
It rang once ... twice ... 

I heard a click. And then Ava’s voice. A roar in my tiny ears. 

"Steven? Hello?" 

" Ava—you' ve got to help me!” I cried. 

A pause. Then Ava's booming voice again: “Hello? Steven? Is that you?" 


“Ava—listen to me!" My voice came out squeaky like a mouse. I tried to shout louder. “I need 
help! I need you to help me!” 


“Steven — I can’t hear you," Ava said. “Are you there? I know it's you, Steven. Your name came 
up. Is this a joke?" 


“No, Ava—please —” I begged. “Listen harder. It's not a joke. It's me." 

“Its a bad connection,” she said. “I can’t hear a thing. Call me back.” 

“NO!” I screamed. “I can't call you back! It’s too hard. I need your help!” 

"Steven? Are you there? Say something!” she shouted. "You're not funny.” 

And then, a deafening c/ick. Like a clap of thunder. 

Ava hung up on me. 

I dropped to my knees on top of the phone. My head still rang from Ava's loud voice. 
Now what? Wait for Mom and Dad to help me? 


I suddenly remembered they were going to be out late tonight. I was supposed to walk to my cousin 
Mindy's house and have dinner there. 


Mindy could help me. But wait. Her house was at least eight or nine blocks away. At my new size, 
that could take me days! 


Ava lived across the street. A much shorter walk. 
Could I make it to Ava's house? I had no choice. I had to risk it. 


My first problem—getting down from the bed. I gazed at the floor again. A mistake. A wave of 
dizzness made me sit down. 


Too far to jump. Even with the shag rug beneath me, I could break every bone in my body. 

I sat on the edge of the bed and turned to the bedpost. Could I slide down it like a fire pole? 
I might slide too fast and burn all the skin off my little hands. 

Could I lower myself slowly and carefully down the bedpost? 

That's what I was thinking when the phone rang. 

The sound made me jump. I uttered a startled scream. ^44A4AATIITH! " 

And fell off the bed. 


I fell feetfirst. My back slid down the side of the bedspread. 
WHUMMP. 
I landed on my knees and fell face forward into the shag rug. 


My breath rushed out in a whoosh. I bounced once, then rolled onto my back, choking and 
wheezing. 


A few seconds later, I pulled myself to my feet. I moved my arms up and down and bent my knees. 
Testing everything out. No broken bones. 


The shag rug saved my life. Now I had pieces of white lint all over the front of my silvery 
jumpsuit. But I didn’t care. I was in one piece, ready for the next part of my journey. 


A difficult task—climbing down the stairs. 


I walked past my old sneakers in the middle of the hall. I wished I could wear them. My new 
plastic puppet shoes were too tight and really pinched my toes. 


I stopped at the top of the stairs and looked down. The stairs were steep and stretched straight 
down, like a deep cavern. At the bottom, I could see the mop and water pail I had tripped over 
before. 


No way I could step down the normal way. My feet just wouldn’t reach. 

I realized I had to turn around and lower myself down one step at a time. 

“No problem,” I said out loud. “It’s just like climbing down a ladder.” 

I was trying to psych myself up again. 

Steven, you perform all kinds of magic tricks. Pretend this is a new trick you are doing. Pretend 
you have an audience watching you, and you want to impress them. 


Sure, I could tell myself all kinds of stuff. I could pretend this was as easy as doing a card trick or 
juggling little red balls. 


But when I did magic tricks, I wasn’t exactly risking my life. 


I turned my back to the front of the stairs. I lowered myself to my knees. Then I gripped the edge of 
the top step and slowly ... carefully ... lowered myself. 


I wasn’t tall enough. My feet wouldn’t touch the next step. I had to let go of the step above me and 
drop onto the lower step. 


“Ow ” I landed hard on my plastic shoes and struggled to gain my balance. 
One stair down. Many more to go. 


I gripped the edge of the stair above me. The wood was slippery. Mom or Dad must have mopped 
and polished the stairs. 


I tightened my hands on it and carefully lowered myself to the next step. 


My heart was pounding. But I felt a little better. It was hard on my arm muscles. But this wasn't as 
tough as I thought it would be. 


I could do this. 


I glanced down at the water bucket again. I moved far to the left. I wanted to make sure I didn't 
come anywhere near that bucket. 


I took a deep breath and gripped the step above me. 

I lowered myself carefully, then dropped onto another step. And then another. 

A piece of cake. My arms ached. But I was halfway down the stairs. 

I lowered myself one more step. 

And then opened my mouth in a scream of horror as something grabbed me by the legs. 


A giant mouse! 


“Let GO!” I screamed. 
The creature was swallowing me whole! 
No. Wait. 
I thrashed my arms and kicked at it. 
Wait. Not a mouse. 
A dust ball. A huge dust ball nearly as tall as me. 
Mom and Dad must not have mopped this far. 


The thick gray dust clung to my skin, my clothes. I'd dropped right into the middle of it. Now it was 
holding me prisoner. 


I brushed the sticky dry stuff away from my face. Pulled it off the front of my jumpsuit. Kicking and 
swinging my arms, I pushed out of it. 


It clung to my back. I swung around and slapped at it. I couldn’t get free. 
I swung my body around again, trying to slip away from it — 

—and fell off the step! 

I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. 

I tumbled onto the next step. My head hit the hard wood with a loud thud. 


I shut my eyes as pain bolted through my body. I somersaulted off the step. Hit the next one. 
Bounced hard. 


Smacked my head again on the next step. I let out a groan as my whole body throbbed with pain. 
I shoved out both hands, struggling to stop my fall. But I was hurtling too fast now. 

I rolled over the edge of another step— 

—and SPLASH. 

Cold water washed over me as I sank into the soapy water pail. 

I shot my arms up above my head. But I couldn’t stop myself from sinking to the bottom. 


The water felt greasy and the soap made it impossible for me to see. It burned my eyes. And held 
me down as I struggled to swim to the surface. 


It was like trying to swim in thick pea soup. Finally, I pulled myself to the top of the thick, mucky 
water. Choking and sputtering, I sucked 1n a deep breath. 


The piney detergent smell choked my throat. My nose burned. My eyes watered. I kicked and 
slapped the water, struggling to keep afloat. 


But how long could I swim in this stuff? 


I gazed up to the top of the bucket. Too high for me to reach. I pulled myself to the side and tried to 
scramble up. But I slid right back into the water. 


No way to climb out. And I wasn't strong enough to tip the bucket over onto its side so I could be 
washed out. 


I swam in frantic circles, around and around. My mind whirred. How to get out ... How to get out 


My chest started to burn. My arms were getting heavy. I tried floating on my back for a while. But I 
couldn't float and swim in here forever. 


Mom and Dad weren't getting home till late. No way I could last till they arrived. 


I turned over and started to swim again, doing a slow, lazy breaststroke. The soap burned my eyes 
and nose. The sharp odor made it hard to breathe. 


My arms ached and throbbed. I knew I couldn't keep swimming much longer. 
I couldn't help it. I let out a sob. 

Was I really going to drown in a bucket of soapy water? 

My chest hurt. Pain shot down my chest ... my arms ... my legs ... 

Can t keep swimming. Can t do it. 

Can t breathe ... Can t swim anymore ... 


I gave up. My whole body slumped. I folded up like a paper bag—and sank into the cold, greasy 
water. 


As I started to go down, a shadow rolled over me. 
I turned my face to the surface. What made that sound? Like a flap of wind. 


Using my last bit of strength, I pulled myself toward the top. My head bobbed up from the water. 
Blinking away the burning suds, I stared up into the shadow. A shadow that flapped and shimmered 
above me. 


Bugsy! 
The flutter of his wings sent the water churning. The waves tossed me from one side of the bucket 
to the other. 


The bird appeared enormous now. Like an airplane rocketing down at me. The dark eyes were as 
big as basketballs. And the bird's yellow beak ... clicked open and shut ... open and shut ... like 
hedge clippers. 


The beak snapped at me, splashing the surface of the tossing water. 
“No!” I cried out, and ducked my head. 
Sputtering in the soapy water, I raised my arms to shield myself. 


Bugsy attacked again. The giant beak snapped at my head. Water splashed hard. I felt myself tossed 
against the side of the metal bucket. 


“Bugsy — no!” 
He flapped above the bucket, then swooped again. 
And then the giant beak clamped around my waist. I felt it cut into my skin. 


The bird flapped his wings rapidly. I let out a cry as he lifted me from the water. And carried me 
high into the air. 


“Bugsy — let me down!” My voice came out in a tiny squeak. 

I thrashed my arms and legs. Carrying me like a robin carries a worm, the bird swooped across the 
living room. 

“Let me down! Let me down!” The sharp beak cut into my sides. 

And then the bird opened his jaws, and I tumbled out. 


I hit the living room floor, landing on my stomach. “Oof!” My breath whooshed out of my lungs. 
Gasping for air, I shot my arms out and tried to crawl to safety. 

On the windowsill I saw the new cage my parents had bought for Bugsy. The door was wide open. 
Bugsy had busted out. 


Now the big bird swooped down and snapped me in his beak again. He lifted me high off the floor. 
And dropped me. Then lifted me. And dropped me again. 


I landed hard on my side. My ribs throbbed in pain. 

I rolled onto my back. Raised both hands to shield myself. But I was helpless against the huge bird. 

“Bugsy, please. No! No!” 

I waved my hands furiously. The bird ducked his head under them—and lifted me off the floor 
again. 

Dropped me. Lifted me. Dropped me. 

I felt too weak to fight him. My body went limp from the pain. 

He thinks I’m a bug, I realized. 

He 5 playing with me—before he EATS me! 


Thud. 


I hit the floor again. I felt weak. My arms and legs still ached from swimming around in the bucket. 
My whole body hurt from hitting the floor again and again. 


The bird lowered his beak to grab me again. 


With a groan, I rolled away from him. The diving beak missed me and bumped the floor. The bird 
uttered a squawk, surprised. 


Panting hard, I scrambled away. Half crawling, half rolling across the floor. 


The shadow of the bird's wings swept over the floor as he turned and came after me. He came 
darting down fast. 


I dove for cover—under the couch. 


Wheezing loudly, my chest pounding in pain, I pressed myself low. I peered out from under the 
couch. 


I could see Bugsy land. His enormous feet clawed at the floor. He made a warbling sound from 
deep in his throat. 


Still struggling to catch my breath, I watched the bird pace back and forth in front of the couch. Just 
inches from my face. 


He was searching everywhere for me. But he didn't look under the couch. 
Birdbrain. The word flashed in my mind. How lucky was I that birds aren't very smart? 
Lucky probably wasn't the right word. This wasn't exactly my lucky day. 


The bird had vanished from my sight. Maybe he flew back to his perch. Or maybe he was waiting 
off to the side, waiting for me to leave my hiding place. 


I heard a scrabbling sound behind me. A fast tap-tap-tapping. 


My stomach pressed against the floor. I twisted my head around and squinted into the darkness 
under the couch. 


“Oh, no!” A cry escaped my throat as an enormous creature scuffled toward me. 
It took me a few seconds to realize it was a spider. A spider out of a horror movie! 


The space beneath the couch was filled with thick cobwebs. The huge spider came tearing through 
the tangle of webs. 

Shiny and black, with blazing red eyes the size of Ping-Pong balls. Its legs were as thick as 
drinking straws. 

I'd never seen spiders' teeth before. But I saw them now, gnashing up and down. Thick white drool 
poured over the pointed teeth from the open mouth. 


The gleaming red eyes stared hungrily straight ahead. Tap-tap-tap. It picked up speed, eager to 
reach its prey. Me! 


With a gasp, I raised myself and started to crawl out from under the couch. 


But I stopped. Was Bugsy waiting for me just out of view? Waiting to devour me, the bug he had 
tortured? 


My mind spun. I had to make a choice. A horrifying choice: Stay under the couch and fight the 
spider? Or crawl out and face Bugsy? 


My hand bumped something on the floor. I gripped it and pulled it closer. 


It took me a moment to recognize it—a toothpick. A wooden toothpick. It looked longer than a 
sword to me. 


Could I use it as a weapon against the spider? 


I grabbed it off the dusty floor. I tried to raise it. I wasn't strong enough to lift it with one hand. I 
had to use two. 


Tap-tap-tap. The spider legs clicked across the floor as the fat creature marched toward me. 

I struggled to hold the toothpick sword steady in front of me. It quivered in my hands. 

Could I bat the big insect away with it? Could I stab the spider? Pin it with the toothpick? 
lap-tap-tap. It came clicking closer, gnashing its jaws, drooling. 

I lowered the toothpick point toward its belly. 

But the spider seemed to have no fear of the weapon. It just kept on bouncing and clicking forward. 
Closer ... closer ... 

I held my breath. I tightened my grip. Made a sharp stabbing move with the toothpick. 

The spider grabbed the end of the toothpick with two thick legs. It began to climb onto it! 
“Nooooo!” a terrified cry escaped my throat. 

I et the toothpick fall to the floor. 

Then I rolled away. Spun my body out from under the couch. 

Blinking in the sudden bright light, I scrambled to my knees. Heart pounding, I looked behind me. 


The spider moved quickly across the floor. It clicked and tapped its way out from under the couch. 
It moved in a straight line. The big body bobbed from side to side, but the eyes stayed on me. It 
wasn't going to give up its prey so easily. 

I struggled to my feet. Tried to run. 

Then I heard the flapping above me. And saw Bugsy floating overhead. 

I was trapped. Caught out in the open. Nowhere to hide. No way to fight them. 


The spider was inches behind me. Above me, the giant bird spread his wings. Lowered his head. 
And dove. 


“AAAI!” 


I let out a scream as the spider shot out two legs and grabbed me by the shoulders. The hard, stiff 
legs dug into my skin. 

With incredible strength, it pulled me toward its gaping mouth. I struggled to free myself. But I was 
no match for it. 


I opened my mouth to scream again—but stopped as the shadow of the bird covered me in 
darkness. 


I heard a sharp snap. Saw the huge beak swoop down in front of me—and grab the spider! 


“Huh?” I uttered a startled gasp as Bugsy tightened his beak over the spider. The bird lifted the 
spider off the floor. Turned and flapped away with it. 


For a few seconds, I didn’t move. I stood there shaking. I could still feel the hard pinch of the 
spider’s legs on my shoulders. And I couldn’t get that gaping, drool-covered mouth from my mind. 


I took a deep breath and held it. I knew I had to get out of the house—fast. Bugsy wouldn’t be 
happy with his spider meal. He’d be back looking for me—the other bug—any second. 


I knew what I had to do. I had to get to Ava’s house. I had to find out what she and Courtney gave 
me to drink. 


But could I get all the way across the street to Ava’s house? 


My trip down the stairs had been a nightmare. Would I have to fight every ant, every squirrel, every 
bunny rabbit, every bug hiding in our front yards to get there? 


I had no choice. I had to try. 


My heart still thudding in my chest, I ran to the front door. I stopped a few feet in front of it, gazing 
up at the doorknob high above my head. 


Problem Number One: How to open the door? 

I gazed down at the crack under the door. Too narrow for me to squeeze through. 

I studied the doorknob. Even if I could reach it, I wouldn't be strong enough to turn it. 

And the door was probably locked. That meant turning the knob above the doorknob. 

No way. No way. No way. 

I heard Bugsy chirp somewhere behind me. The sound sent a chill racing down my back. 

I knew I didn't have much time. But what could I do? 

“Hey—wait!” I slapped my forehead. I stared at the mail slot. I was tiny enough to slip through it. 


Then I saw the pair of boots standing at the door. My dad's boots, the tall ones he wears to go 
hunting in the deep woods. 


I grabbed the toe of the nearest boot and rubbed my hands over the rough leather. Then I raised my 
eyes to the thick crisscross of laces. 


I knew what I had to do. Hoist myself onto the toe of the boot. Then use the laces as a rope ladder. 
Climb the laces. Pull myself to the top of the boot. 


That would take me almost to the mail slot. 
If I could lift the metal lid of the mail slot, I could slide through it. And drop onto the front stoop. 
Another bird chirp in the room behind me moved me to action. 


I pressed both hands flat on the toe of the boot—and heaved myself onto it. I stayed on my hands 
and knees, waiting to catch my balance. 


Then I crawled over the toe to the bottom of the laces. The laces felt rough in my hands. They were 
as thick as ropes. 


I wrapped both hands around the bottom laces and pulled myself to a standing position. Then I 
grabbed the next crisscross of laces. 


I gazed up. This wasn't going to be easy. It was like climbing a mountain that rose straight up. 
I pulled myself higher. And dug my plastic shoes into the laces beneath me. 

I found I could lean my weight against the tongue of the boot as I carefully pulled myself up. 
One more row of laces. Then the next. 


My arms ached. The scratchy laces had turned my hands red. Leaning on the tongue, I dug my shoes 
into the X of laces beneath me. And tugged myself up higher. 


I was breathing hard. Sweat poured down my face as I reached the top of the boot. 

I gripped the worn leather at the top. The mail slot shimmered just a few inches over my head. 

I can do this! I told myself. J can do this! I let go ofthe boot—and flung myself at the mail slot lid. 
But my shoes caught on the edge of the boot. 

My hands grabbed air. 

And I started to fall. Headfirst. Inside the boot. 

Into the cavelike darkness of the boot. 


Down... down ... Screaming all the way. 


"OWWW!" 
I landed hard on one shoulder. My body thudded onto the leather bottom of the boot. 


I rolled onto my back and tried to shake off the pain. It was dark down here and smelly. I grabbed 
the wall ofthe boot. The leather was smooth. I slid right back down. 


I raised my eyes to the top. Pale light poured down from the opening above me. 


I pressed both hands against the side and tried to climb. Too slippery and nothing to hold on to. No 
way I could get back to the top. And I was too small to push the tongue away and climb back to the 
laces. 


I was stuck. 


I tried to hold my breath. The smell down here was sharp and gross. It smelled like sweat and 
damp socks. 


I'd been so close ... so close to grabbing the mail slot. 
Angrily, I slammed my fist against the wall of the boot. 
That gave me an idea. I shoved both fists into the side of the boot. I felt it tilt a little. 


I lowered my shoulder and slammed it into the boot wall. Then I dove to the other side and shoved 
against it. 

The boot was rocking from side to side. I pushed one side, then dove into the other side. I whirled 
from side to side, making the boot tilt harder ... 


... until it toppled over. 

"Whooooaaa!" 

I went sliding out headfirst. It was like going down a long waterslide — without the water. 
The boot rocked onto its side, and I came tumbling out. 


I didn't wait to catch my breath. One boot lay on its side. The other boot stood straight up in front 
of the door. 


I scrambled to the other boot. I hoisted myself onto the toe, crawled to the laces—and began the 
long, steep climb again. 


A little while later, I gripped the top of the boot. The metal mail slot stood inches in front of me. 


Slowly, I edged myself over the side of the boot. I reached one hand out and grabbed the lid of the 
mail slot. 


This time I wasn't going to leap at the slot. This time I wanted to be careful. This could be my last 
chance to escape Bugsy and get out of the house. 


Could I lift the mail slot lid with one hand? I leaned forward and gave it a tug. 


No. Too heavy for my little hands. 

I leaned farther out of the boot and gripped the lid of the mail slot with both hands. *Ohhhh!" 
I felt the boot start to fall from under me. 

I gripped the mail slot and held on for dear life as the boot fell onto its side. 


My feet dangled in the air. Instantly, my arms started to ache. My hands throbbed as I hung on 
tightly to the lid. 


With a burst of strength, I swung my body up—and YES! YES! 
My feet shot out through the slot. I let go ofthe lid and sailed right through. 


“Ooof!” I landed hard on my butt on the welcome mat. I waited for the pain to fade. Then I 
stretched my arms and legs to make sure nothing was broken. 


I gazed across my front yard. I saw only shades of gray and black. It took me a few moments to 
realize the sun had dropped behind the trees. It wasn't afternoon anymore. It was evening. 


“Hey!” I raised my arm to shield myself as two flies buzzed around my head. The flies were as big 
as bats! 


I could see Ava's house across the street. I could usually run there in less than a minute. But now, 
her house seemed a mile or two away. And the sloping front lawn looked like a mountain. 


A funny thought flashed into my mind. Maybe my cousin Mindy's rock-and-roll Ken doll came with 
a little motorcycle. I could ride it across the street to Ava's house. 


Of course, it was a stupid idea. There was no way I'd risk going back into my house to find out. 
But riding would definitely be better than walking. 
I turned and lowered myself off the stoop, one step at a time, the way I'd climbed down the stairs. 


The shortest way was right down the center of the lawn. But the grass was tall—up to my waist. I 
moved into it, brushing the high blades away with my shoulder. 


The grass bent easily. But the sharp edges of the blades scratched my face and hands as I pushed 
my way toward the sidewalk. 


It was slow going. The air grew cooler. The sky darkened to purple. 


I was about a third of the way down the front lawn when my foot caught on something. I stumbled. 
Lurched forward. Both feet kicked only air. 


And I fell into a deep darkness. A pit. Hidden by the grass. 

A deep hole. 

“Hey!” I landed on both feet. My hands shot out and touched a cool, damp wall of dirt. 
I glanced up. The hole was deep. But I could probably climb the dirt wall. 

Something poked my back. 

I let out a startled cry. I spun around. Too dark to see. 

Something poked my chest. 

I reached out both hands. And felt something sticky and wet. 


Something warm. 
And alive. 


I jerked my hands back. Squinting hard, I struggled to see what was sharing the hole with me. 

It rubbed my face. It was wet and slimy. My skin prickled. 

I felt it wrap itself around my neck. It smelled strong, like dirt. And its skin was wet and wrinkly 
and gluey. 

It slid away, leaving my skin wet. It raised itself in front of me. 

And in the dim evening light, I saw what it was—a worm. 

Just a common earthworm. Not too frightening—unless you are six inches tall! 

To me, it was as big as a python. 


It curled around my waist. I grabbed its slimy, wet middle. I struggled to pry it off. But I couldn't 
budge it. 

I shot both hands out and felt something above my head. Looking up, I realized it was a root. Some 
kind of underground tree root. 

I gripped it with both hands. 

I swung myself up onto the root. Then I squirmed and thrashed and kicked till the worm finally 
loosened its grip. 

I tugged myself up the root. Grabbed the dirt wall with both hands. And scrambled up the side of 
the hole. 

Gasping for breath, I dove into the grass. I lay there panting for a long time. I kept glancing back to 
see if the giant worm would follow me. But it stayed down in the hole. 

I stood up on shaky legs. My glittery Ken jumpsuit was soaking wet from worm slime. I tried to 
brush dirt off the front. But it clung to the sticky fabric. 


I knew I would totally gross out Ava. But I didn't care. It was all Ava's fault that I was in this 
frightening mess. 


A short while later, I stepped out of the grass and onto the sidewalk. Across the street, the lights were 
on in Ava's house. 


A car rolled past. The headlights blinded me. I shut my eyes and waited for the circles of light to 
fade. 


I opened my eyes. The street was dark again. Could I make it across the street before another car 
came by? 


I took a deep breath. I tensed my whole body. I knew I had to run faster than I'd ever run in my life. 
Ifa car came down the block, there was no way the driver would see me. 


I looked up and down the street again. Silent and dark. 


Here goes. 


My plastic shoes scraped the pavement as I began to run across the street. It wasn't a big street, but 
it looked as long as a football field to me! 


I leaped over pebbles. I swung my arms and leaned forward as I ran. 
I was halfway across, running hard, when I heard voices. 


I stopped in the middle of the street. Turned — and saw two gigantic kids on gigantic bikes 
pedaling furiously right at me. 


I cried out. But, of course, they couldn't hear me. 


I tried waving my arms. But I was smaller than a Ken doll. And they didn't have their bike 
headlights on. 


Side by side, they came rocketing down the middle of the street. They were talking loudly, 
laughing, pedaling like crazy. 


I tried to run. Too late. They were practically on top of me. 


I hit the pavement. Dropped to my stomach on the hard asphalt. Shut my eyes and tried to squeeze 
my arms and legs in as tight as I could. 


I could feel a heavy bike tire scrape past me. A burst of wind swept over my body as the bikes 
sped by. 

It took only a few seconds, but it seemed like an hour. My whole body shook as I pulled myself to 
my feet. 

A close call. I watched the two bikes disappear around the corner. 


I made it to Ava's house without any other problems. As I stepped up to her front door, I was 
shaking and sweaty and smelly and dirty. But mainly, I felt angry. 


How could she DO this to me? 
Ava's family has a cat door at the bottom of their front door. So it was easy for me to slip inside. 
The front hall was brightly lit. The house was warm and smelled of dinner. Chicken, maybe. 


Creeping down the hall, I glimpsed Ava's parents in the kitchen. They were clearing the dinner 
table. Dinner was over. I figured Ava must be in her room. 


Luckily, the Munroe house is all on one level. No upstairs. No stairs for me to climb. 


Keeping an eye out for their cat, I hurried down the hall to Ava's room. It was at the end of the back 
hall. I stepped inside and gazed around. 


Ava likes bright colors. Her walls were red and green. Like they were decorated for Christmas. A 
woolly red rug covered the floor. 


She had posters of her favorite music stars up and down every wall. The posters covered almost 
all the space between the floor and the ceiling. 


Her collection of stuffed sheep jammed the bookshelves in one corner. Dozens of round black 
sheep eyes stared out at me as I made my way to the bright green table she used as a desk. 


Ava was leaning over her laptop, typing furiously. She didn't even notice the curtains blowing 
wildly in front of the open window in front of her. She wore a yellow T-shirt and white tennis shorts. 
She was barefoot. 


The light from the screen made her blue eyes glow. She was biting her bottom lip, concentrating 


hard on what she was writing. 
I stepped up beside the leg of her chair. *Ava?" I shouted up at her. “It’s me!" 
She kept typing. She brushed back her blond hair with one hand and kept typing with the other. 


“Ava?” I cupped my hands around my mouth to make my voice louder. “Look down! It’s me! Down 
here! Ava?" 


She kept typing. She couldn't hear my tiny voice. 

I had no choice. I had to get her attention. 

I moved forward and wrapped my arms around her bare leg. I hugged her leg tight. 
She let out a deafening scream. 

Did she think I was a bug? Or a rat? 

Her foot flew up. I fell to the floor. 


And she slammed her foot down hard to squash me. 


“Huh?” 
I heard Ava gasp. 
The big foot came to a stop inches above my head. 
I was sprawled on my back on the red carpet. Ava's face floated into view. 
Her blue eyes bulged in shock. Her mouth dropped open. 
I sat up. ^Ava? It's me!" I called up to her. 
“Steven?” She blinked several times. “No. It can't be." 
“Ava —" I started. “You have to listen to me. I —" 


“Is this one of your magic tricks?" she demanded. “How are you doing this? Is this some kind of 
video projection?” 


“Its me!” I cried. “Ava, I shrunk.” 


“No no no no!” She pressed her hands against her cheeks. Her mouth was twisted in horror. “This 
isn’t happening. No way.” 

She reached down and grabbed me around the waist. “Oh, no. You’re real.” 

"I'm trying to tell you —" 

“How are you doing this, Steven?" she cried. “Tell me right now. Tell me how you are doing this. 
You are totally freaking me out." 


"You're freaked out?" I shouted. “What about me? I’m the one who is freaked out, Ava. You did 
this to me. You and Courtney." 


"Are you crazy? " she cried. She tightened her fingers around me and lifted me off the floor. She 
swung me up and sat me down on the edge of her green table. 


Her blue eyes narrowed as she studied me. She poked me in the stomach with a pointer finger. “I 
... don’t believe this," she murmured. “Steven, it's really you? You really shrank?” 


“I — I — I —" I sputtered. “Stop poking me! I’m not a doll.” 


She lowered her gaze. “Where did you get those black plastic shoes? And—and ... what are you 
wearing, Steven? Doll clothes?" 


I swung a fist in the air. “Ava, I swear, if you laugh at me, P1H kill you!” 
She laughed. “Steven, you couldn't kill a flea!” 

“STOP LAUGHING!” I shrieked. 

She stopped. “Sorry. It isn't funny. It's ... frightening." 


“Yes. Frightening,” I agreed. “I don't think you're listening to me, Ava. It's your fault. It's totally 
your fault." 


She squinted hard at me. She brought her face closer. Her head was as big as my whole body. *My 
fault? Why are you saying that? How could it be my fault?" 


“That drink you and Courtney g-gave me," I stammered. “It shrunk me. You did it. You gave me 
those chemicals, and they shrunk me." 


“But, Steven —’” she started. 


"You've got to help me,” I said. “Tell me what those chemicals were. Tell me what I drank. Maybe 
a doctor will know an antidote. Maybe —" 


"Steven, listen —" She brought her face closer. 
“Just tell me!" I screamed. “What was in that drink? Tell me” 


She sighed. “Okay, okay. Stop screaming like that. I — P1 tell you.” 


The window curtains flapped in a strong breeze. I could hear the TV from the den. And I could hear 
every pounding beat of my heart as I waited for her to speak. 


“Tt was vinegar,” she said. 

I stared up at her. Her words didn’t make any sense to me. It was like she spoke in a foreign 
language. 

She frowned at me. “That’s all it was, Steven. Just vinegar.” 

“Vinegar,” I repeated the word. My mind was spinning. “You mean—?” 

“Just vinegar and water. No chemicals," Ava said. 


“But you said —" I could barely choke the words out. I was totally stunned. “You said you went to 
the chem lab. You said you mixed up a bunch of chemicals.” 


Ava shook her head. “You believed me? That was all a lie," she said. “Courtney and I wanted to 
pay you back for being such a jerk. I wanted to pay you back for dropping those eggs on my head." 


“Vinegar,” I muttered. “Vinegar.” 


“That’s all it was,” Ava said. “No chemicals. Nothing bad. Just vinegar from the bottle in our 
kitchen.” 


“Then how did this happen to me?" I cried. “Why did I shrink?" 
Ava studied me, thinking hard. “Are you allergic to vinegar?" 


“No! No way!” I squeaked. “I’m not allergic to vinegar! Ava—look at me. I’m, like, six inches tall. 
I'm wearing doll clothes. That's not an allergy. An allergy doesn't shrink you down to the size of a 
chipmunk!” 

“Okay, okay." Ava clamped her hands over her ears. “Stop screaming. Your squeaky voice is 
hurting my ears.” 


“Well, what am I going to do?” I asked. “What if I start shrinking even more? What if I shrink till 
I’m out of sight?” 


Ava scrunched up her face. "It's weird that you're a magician. I mean, you like to make things 
disappear. And now you ... well ..." 


“Its not weird," I said. “It’s terrifying. Ava, you've got to help me.” 


She jumped up. “Ill get my parents. They'll freak when they see you. But they can take you to our 
doctor. Maybe he can help." 


“Thanks,” I said. Sitting on the edge of the table, I crossed my arms over my chest. 


Ava turned back at the door. “Don’t go anywhere,” she said. "I'll be right back." She disappeared 
into the hall. 


Don t go anywhere? Was she joking? 


Where could I go? I was on top of her desk. The floor was about ten miles beneath me. 


I climbed to my feet. I started to pace back and forth across the table. The laptop screen was about 
my height. The words on the screen looked as big as newspaper headlines. 


I walked back and forth, trying to calm down. Mr. and Mrs. Munroe were nice people. They were 
like family. I knew they would take good care of me. They would contact my parents and — 


A strong gust of wind nearly blew me over. 


Carried by the wind, the window curtains flew at me. The curtain swept under me. Swept me off 
my feet. 


I tumbled onto my back on the smooth fabric. 

And it swung me off the table. 

The curtain flew high, carrying me with it. 

Another strong burst of wind swung the curtain higher. 
I grabbed on to it with both hands. 


The curtain flew into the room, then pulled back to the window. Then it swung back out, floated for 
a while, and swung back. 


I held on with all my might. But it was swinging too hard. 
The wind battered me. Blew so hard I could barely breathe. 
It pushed the curtain and me forward, then back. 

My hands slipped. 

The curtain swung back to the open window. 

I squeezed harder. But my hands ached. My arms throbbed in pain. 
I started to slip down the smooth fabric. 

Struggled to grasp it. Struggled to hold on. 

Slipping ... slipping ... 

I can t hang on! 

The curtain flew out the window. 


1? 


“Whooooaaaah!” I uttered a hoarse cry as I slid off it and went sailing into the air. 


I flew into the night sky. 
From inside the house, I heard Ava’s shout: “Steven? Where are you? Where did you go?” 
The wind carried me higher. I heard a loud flapping. Wings? 


A heavy blast of air swept over me. A gigantic, feathered head appeared. Two glowing black eyes. 
A curled beak as big as catcher's mitt. 


An owl. 

The wings flapped hard as the creature dove toward me. The beak opened. And snap! 

The bird clamped the back of my jumpsuit collar. 

“Hey!” I thrashed my arms and legs helplessly. 

The owl made a warbling sound deep in its chest. 

The big wings flapped hard above me. I could feel the breeze off them as we started to sail higher. 


“Please! Don't drop me! Don't drop me!” I shouted. I shut my eyes and tightened my body, holding 
perfectly still. 


The owl held me prisoner and swooped higher into the night sky. 

Where was it taking me? To its nest? 

To feed its young? 

I sailed high over the rooftops of houses. The street looked like a narrow black ribbon beneath me. 
Please don t drop me. Please ... 

The wind battered my face. I dangled in front of the owl, swinging in the stiff gusts. 

I crossed my arms tight in front of me. I tensed every muscle. 

We flew over my block, then the next. 

Please don t drop me. Please ... 


The houses ended in the next block. Deep woods began just past the houses. Dark trees reached up 
to me as we began to fly lower over the last of the houses. 


I knew what was happening. I had guessed right. The owl was taking me to its nest. It had captured 
its prey. And now it was dinnertime. 


I heard a frightening screech. 

A dark creature flew toward us. In the dim light, I saw it was another owl. 
The intruder swooped at us, opened its beak—and made a grab for me. 

It missed. 


The round black eyes went wide, as if surprised. 


My owl turned and darted lower ... lower ... trying to escape with me, its prey. 

The second owl spun in the sky and made another stab. Its open beak jabbed inches from me. 
My owl opened its beak and let out a sharp squawk of protest. 

And I fell free. 

I fell free and dropped like a rock to the grass below. 


I landed on my stomach with a hard thud. The impact sent my breath whooshing out. I choked and 
gagged. 
Finally, I managed to sit up. I was okay. The fall had been short. The owl had dropped me close to 


the ground. 


But where was I? 

I gazed around. The dark woods started to my right. To my left, I saw houses with their lights on. 
I swallowed hard. I still felt dazed from the wild flight—and the fall. 

I stood up. I gazed at the houses. I recognized the one across the street. 

Of course. Of course. 

Mr. Pinker's house. 

I stared at the yellow light in the front window. The lights were all on. 

Yes. My piano teacher's house. Mr. Pinker must be home, I realized. 

Mr. Pinker will help me. 

I started to push through the tall grass toward his house. 


How lucky, I thought. The owl had dropped me so close to his house. So close to someone who 


might help me. 


It was my first lucky break of the day. 
Now, if I could make it to his house without being grabbed by a worm, or a spider, or a bird, 


maybe ... maybe I could get help. 


Could I do it? 


I stared at the glowing yellow light in his windows. They seemed to grow brighter as the night sky 
darkened. 


The street was silent and empty. I darted out from behind a parked car and ran across it as fast as I 
could. 


I kept gazing all around. Gazing up. Gazing down. 


I knew that danger could come from anywhere. So I kept alert as I ran up Mr. Pinker's gravel 
driveway. The gravel seemed as big as boulders, and I kept stumbling and slipping, banging my knees 
on the sharp edges. 


I was surprised to see a pet door down at the bottom of Mr. Pinker's front door. He didn't have a 
dog or a cat. Maybe the people who lived here before him had a pet. I didn't care, I just wanted to get 
in. 


I took a deep breath and lifted the little metal door. I peeked inside. 


The front hall was brightly lit. I saw a stack of sheet music on a table opposite the front closet. I 
heard music from a back room. Classical music. 


The air smelled sweet. I realized Mr. Pinker must have baked another batch of cookies. 


I slipped through the door and then stepped into the hallway. Then I tiptoed to the living room. 
Empty. The piano keyboard cover was down. I saw a stack of CDs on the piano bench. 


I started toward the hall. *Mr. Pinker?" My voice came out tiny and high. I knew he couldn't hear 
me. 


I heard a sound. “Mr. Pinker?” 

No. Just a creak of the house. 

I turned the corner into the back hall. I began walking toward the kitchen. 
No. Wait. I'd turned the wrong way. 


I stood at the door where I'd glimpsed the tiny dollhouses. The door that Mr. Pinker had chased me 
away from. 


Was he in there? 
The door was open a crack. I leaned my shoulder against it and pushed. 


It took all my strength to budge the door enough so that I could squeeze inside. The ceiling light 
was on. I stared at the dollhouses that filled the room. 


The houses were taller than me now. Big enough to walk into ... big enough to /ive in. 
I took another step into the room. *Wow." I couldn't believe what I was seeing. 


There had to be twenty or thirty little wooden buildings. Narrow roads were painted on the floor. 
The buildings faced the roads. 


They were carefully painted. Most of the roofs were red. I saw white houses with green window 
shutters. And a gray post office with a tiny flag on a flagpole out front. Next to 1t—a red fire-house 
with little fire trucks in the open door. 


An entire town. All built of wood and arranged in city blocks. 


I moved around the side and saw a market with carts of tiny fruits and vegetables. A butcher store 
with a pink ham hanging in the window. A gray library with narrow columns in the front. 


A row of white and yellow houses had garages at the end of black driveways. 
“Totally weird," I muttered. “Why didn't he want me to see this?" 

I came closer and looked inside one of the houses. 

“NOOOO!” I uttered a gasp of horror. 


Through the window, I saw tiny people. Tiny people—about my size—living in the dollhouse! 


I froze. And stared in shock into the window. 
“Who’s in there?" I shouted. “Who are you?" 
No one moved. 


I peered into the house. I could see a boy about my age. He had a round face and straight blond 
hair. 


Behind him, I saw a girl with curly red hair. 
“Hey! You in there!” I shouted. “What are you doing in there?" 
They both stared straight ahead. Their eyes were glassy. They stood perfectly still. Like zombies. 


My heart started to pound. This whole little town was so completely weird. Why did Mr. Pinker 
build it? Who were these strange kids in that dollhouse? 


“Oh, noooo.” I uttered a long moan as I stepped closer. 
“T’m losing it,” I muttered. “Totally losing it.” 

My mind was so crazed. I was seeing things. 

I could see clearly now. They weren’t kids. 

They were dolls. 

Pinker had dolls in the houses. Boys and girls. 

But they were so lifelike. So real. 


I stepped up to another house. The roof loomed over my head. I had to go on tiptoe to see inside the 
open window. 


Two dolls—a boy and a girl both in jeans and checkered shirts—were leaning against the back 
wall. A table held a little tea set. 


I stared at the dolls, and a thought flashed into my mind: Maybe I should trade clothes with that 
boy doll. 


No. No time, I decided. 

I had to find Mr. Pinker. 

I couldn’t worry about my clothes. Or what this town of dollhouses was doing here. 
I was six inches tall. I needed help right away. 

I squeezed out of the room, back into the hall. Then I ran to the kitchen. 

“Mr. Pinker? Mr. Pinker?” 


I found him in the kitchen. He stood over a white counter making balls out of dough and putting 
them on a big metal baking tray. 


The kitchen was hot from the oven. The sweet smell of chocolate filled my nose. 


Mr. Pinker had his head bent, concentrating on the cookies. The bright ceiling light made his 
eyeglasses glow. He wore the gray suit and red necktie he always wore. He didn't even take off his 
suit jacket to bake cookies! 


Classical music poured from a speaker under a cabinet. Mr. Pinker hummed along with the music. 


I spotted a blue step stool on the other side of the kitchen cabinet. It had two steps. I pulled myself 
up onto the first step. 


“Mr. Pinker!” I shouted. “It’s me — Steven!” 
He hummed along to the music as he dropped dough balls onto the cookie tray. 


“Mr. Pinker! Mr. Pinker!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. I waved my arms wildly above my head. 
I jumped up and down on the step stool. “Mr. Pinker! I need help. Can you hear me? Mr. Pinker?” 


No. No way. He couldn’t hear me over the music and his loud humming. 

I pulled myself onto the top step. I waved and jumped and shouted. 

I heard a phone ring. 

Pinker wiped his hands on a dish towel. The towel looked as big as a bed sheet to me! 


He picked up a phone from the counter and began to talk into it. He wedged the phone between his 
ear and his shoulder. And he continued to drop cookie dough onto the tray. 


“Mr. Pinker!” I cupped my hands around my mouth and screamed his name. 


I reached up on tiptoe and grabbed the countertop. Using all my strength, I pulled myself up. And 
scrambled onto the counter. 


He had his back turned to me. 
I had to get his attention. But how? 


I took a deep breath and started to shout again. “Mr. Pinker! Hey, Mr. Pinker!” I jumped up and 
down and waved my arms frantically above my head. 


“Mr. Pinker! Please — Mr. Pinker!” 


No. He couldn't hear me over the music from the kitchen speaker. He had the telephone clenched 
tightly between his shoulder and chin. And he was arguing with someone on the other end. 


How could I make him see me? I had an idea. 

I jumped onto the cookie tray. 

I squeezed carefully through the rows of raw cookies. 
“Mr. Pinker! See me now? Mr. Pinker?” 


I tripped over a cookie and went facedown on the tray. Two or three globs of cookie dough broke 
my fall. 


I climbed up. I had chocolate and dough stains down the front of my jumpsuit. I rubbed a smear of 
chocolate off my forehead. 


“Mr. Pinker? Mr. Pinker?” 


Moving carefully, I made my way to the front of the metal cookie tray. 

Pinker had his back turned. He was shouting into the phone. He was bargaining with someone about 
buying a piano. 

I waved and shouted. He had to see me there on the cookie tray. 

I took another step toward him—and stopped. 

I stared at the cookies all around me on the metal tray. I couldn't take my eyes off them. 

The strong aroma of chocolate was making me dizzy. 

A wave of cold horror rolled down my body. 

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. 

Why did it take me so long to realize? 


How could I have been so stupid? 


The cookies. 
The big chocolate chip cookies. The cookies I was standing in ... 
I ate two of them at my piano lesson. And he watched me with such a strange smile on his face. 


He watched me eat the cookies with so much excitement. And he didn't take his eyes off me until I 
had eaten every last crumb. 


I thought about how heavy they were. How rich. 

I ate TWO of them on the afternoon before I shrank. 

What did he put in those cookies? 

Some kind of shrinking ingredient? 

Suddenly, I put it all together. Why didn't I realize? 

Mr. Pinker's doll town. The little houses and stores and buildings in his back room. 
He didn't want me to see them. 

Of course he didn't want me to see them. 

Because that's where he planned to keep the kids he shrinks. The kids he shrinks with his cookies. 
Kids like me. 

He planned to keep us in those little houses. 


My teeth were chattering. My whole body shuddered. My knees started to fold, and I almost fell off 
the cookie tray. 


Mr. Pinker seemed so kind, so nice. 

But it was all an act. An act to trap kids like me. 

So we could live with those dolls in his tiny dollhouses? 
I had to get away from there. 

I couldn't let him see me. 


I had to get home. I had to tell my parents about Mr. Pinker and his cookies. I had to show them 
what he did to me. 


I turned and started to the edge of the cookie tray. 

My plastic shoe got stuck in a ball of cookie dough. 

As I struggled to pull it out, Mr. Pinker reached for the tray. 
Then—to my horror—he lifted the tray off the counter. 

Still talking into the phone, he swung the tray into the air. 


“No, Mr. Pinker! Please—noooo!” I cried. 


He didn't hear me. He didn't see me. 

He pulled open the oven door. 

I felt a blast of heat. 

“Mr. Pinker—noooo!” 

I gazed around. Could I jump off? No. No way. 

Waves of heat rolled over me, burning hot. Burning my face. 


Pinker swung the cookie tray down and shoved it into the oven. 


I shut my eyes. The heat burned my skin. My face felt on fire. 
I tried to breathe, but the air burned my nostrils. Burned my throat. 
The oven rumbled loudly. A wave of heat knocked me to my knees. 
“C-can’t ... breathe. Too ... hot ...” 
Behind me, I heard a cry. 
Mr. Pinker? 
The tray shook beneath me. I struggled to keep my balance as the tray began to move again. 


Out of the blinding heat of the oven. Into the cool air. The tray swung high. Then it landed gently 
back on the white kitchen counter. 


I wiped the sweat off my face with both hands. I brushed back my soaking wet hair. 


And when I could finally see again, I gazed up at Mr. Pinker staring at me. His eyes bulged and his 
mouth was wide open. He gaped at me through his owlish glasses. 


“Steven? Is it you?" he murmured. 
“I... I...” My mouth felt burning hot, so dry I couldn't speak. “Water ...” I gasped. 


He filled a glass with water from the kitchen sink. But the glass was too big for me. He shook his 
head, thinking hard. Then he returned with a tiny plastic measuring spoon filled with water. 


He held it for me, and I lapped up the cool liquid like a dog. 


When I finished, he set the plastic spoon down and brought his face close to me. *Steven—how did 
this happen to you?" 


“You know how!” I screamed. “Your cookies!” 
“Excuse me?” He scratched his fringe of hair. “My cookies? What about my cookies?” 


“You—you put something in them!” I cried. “Your cookies made me shrink. You want to put me in 
that town you built!” 


Mr. Pinker squinted down at me. “My cookies? I didn’t put anything in the cookies, Steven. They 
are supermarket cookies.” 


I gasped. “Huh?” 


“They come out of a tube. I get them at the market in the mall,” he said. “You just slice the dough 
and roll them into balls and put them on the baking tray.” 


I blinked a few times. My heart was pounding. “You don’t add anything to them?” 
He shook his head. “No. Just slice, roll them, and bake them." 

"But—but —" I sputtered. “All those dollhouses.” 

“It’s just a hobby,” Mr. Pinker said. “I love building things." 


I stared hard at him. He was telling the truth. He didn't shrink me. 
I was back where I started. Clueless. 
He brought his face down closer to me. “When did this happen to you, Steven?" 


“This afternoon,” I said. “I did a magic act at school. And when I got home ... I shrank right out of 
my clothes." 


“Home,” Mr. Pinker repeated. “Home. Aren't your parents home? Have they seen you? Have you 
told them?" 


* What time is 1t?" I asked. 


He glanced at the kitchen clock. It was a big copper-colored sun. “It’s nearly eight-thirty," he said. 
“They must be home by now." 


I nodded. “Yes. Probably.” 

“They must be worried about you,” Mr. Pinker said. 

“They Il worry even more when they see me,” I replied. 

“I 
course.” 





I'm so sorry,” Mr. Pinker said. “I’ve never seen anything like this — except in movies, of 


He pulled out a cell phone. “What’s your home number?" 
I told it to him. He tried it. 

*No answer," he said. 

Next, we tried their cell numbers. No answer. 

“PII take you home,” he said. “We’ll wait for them." 


He picked me up around the waist and carried me out to his car. He set me down in the passenger 
seat. 


“The seat belt is too big," he said. “Just hold on to the door handle.” 
I had to reach up to grab the handle. 


Mr. Pinker drove to my house very slowly, even though there were no other cars on the street. He 
kept asking me if I was okay. 


How could I answer that question? 

I knew maybe I'd never be okay again. 

He pulled the car up our driveway. Then he carried me to the front door. 
He stopped when he saw the two men sitting on the front stoop. 


They were both young and dark-haired and had solemn expressions. They both wore white lab 
coats over white pants. They had small badges pinned to their chests. 


They jumped up when we came close. One of them reached for me. 


"We've been waiting for you,” he said. 


“Pm Dr. Marcum," the man said. He took me from Mr. Pinker and sat me down in the palm of his 
hand. “This is Dr. Beach." 


“We’re from the University Lab for Experimental Research,” Dr. Beach said. He had a scratchy, 
hoarse voice. His dark eyes narrowed as he studied me in the other scientist’s palm. 


Dr. Beach turned to Mr. Pinker. He fingered the badge on his lab coat. “We’re going to take care of 
this young man,” he said. “We have his parents’ permission." 


Mr. Pinker studied them. “Where are Steven’s parents?" he asked. 


“They had to go out,” Dr. Beach said. “They asked that Dr. Marcum and I take Steven to our lab to 
make him tall again.” 


Mr. Pinker shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t let you take Steven until I talk to his 
parents first.” 


“We are wasting time,” Dr. Marcum said. “Every second counts.” 
“Sorry,” Mr. Pinker insisted. “I cannot let you take him.” 


“You have no choice,” Dr. Marcum snapped. He wrapped his fingers around me tightly. And both 
men started to run toward the street. 


Mr. Pinker cried out. He made a wild grab for me. 


Dr. Beach stuck out his shoe and tripped Mr. Pinker, who went sprawling onto his stomach on the 
grass. 
Dr. Marcum’s fingers gripped me tighter, so tight I could barely breathe. 


Their shoes thundered down the front lawn. 


They had a white van waiting at the curb. Dr. Marcum shoved me into the backseat and slammed 
the door. 


I heard Mr. Pinker shouting from the lawn. But the two men leaped into the front of the van, and we 
squealed away. 


"Let me go!" I tried to scream, but my voice came out in a tiny, hoarse cry. “Take me home!" 

I turned and saw a birdcage beside me on the seat. I peered inside. “Bugsy!” 

They had taken the bird, too. 

The van squealed around the corner. 

"Where are we going? Do you really know how to turn me back to my normal size?" I demanded. 
“Yes,” both men said at once. 

“We’ll take you to the lab on campus," Dr. Beach said. “It won't take long." 

“But ... how did you know how to find me?" I asked. 


“We saw your dad’s ad online," Dr. Beach said. “The ad said you found a missing brown bird. 
That's our bird." 


*We're happy to have him back,” Dr. Marcum said. “He escaped from our lab.” 


"We've been experimenting with birds," Dr. Beach said. “Bugsy is a hawk. He was a gigantic 
hawk. But we shrank him down to the size of a parrot.” 


I stared into the front seat. The van hit a bump and I went flying into the air. I landed hard. The cage 
bounced with me. Bugsy uttered a squawk. 


““You—you ve been shrinking birds?” I asked. 


“We’ve been testing the effects of Human Growth Hormone,” Dr. Marcum explained. “And Human 
Shrink Hormone. We had great success with this hawk. But then he escaped." 


“The bird is dangerous," Dr. Beach said, almost in a whisper. He looked at me. “You see what the 
bird did to you." 


“Huh?” I uttered a sharp cry. “The bird did this to me?" 
They both nodded. “You must have come in contact with the hawk’s tongue," Dr. Marcum said. 


“The Shrink Hormone is carried in the bird's saliva,” Dr. Beach explained. “I know it sounds 
crazy. But any contact with the bird's tongue will result in shrinking." 


The bird s tongue? 


I thought back. I remembered Bugsy nibbling my finger. And then ... at the talent show. When I 
made him appear in my act. He—he kissed me. 


Yes. I remembered the feeling of the bird's scratchy tongue down the side of my face. 
And then ... a few minutes after that ... I started to shrink. 
So that was it. Now I finally had the answer. A bird's tongue did this to me. How crazy was that!? 


As we raced down the street, the two men talked quietly to each other. I couldn't hear what they 
were saying. 


A few minutes later, I saw the university campus outside the van window. I saw the green circle 
surrounded by old brick buildings. Then, a row of campus stores and restaurants. 


The van picked up speed and kept going. 

“Hey, wait," I shouted. “We went past the campus. I saw it back there.” 

“Our lab is not really on campus," Dr. Marcum said. We're almost there.” 

I knew I couldn't trust them. They had stolen me and Bugsy. 

But what could I do? I couldn't escape. 

Maybe they WILL return me to normal, I thought. I crossed all my fingers and hoped. 


A few minutes later, the van turned off the road and rumbled over a bumpy gravel path. The path 
wound through some deep woods. We stopped in front of a long, low building hidden far back in the 
trees. 


The building had no sign on the front. It was white stucco with a flat red roof. A row of windows 


ran down the long front. The windows were small and they were all shut. 
"This way," Dr. Marcum said. He lifted me carefully out of the van. 
Inside the lab, I heard the screech and squawk of birds. The air smelled sharp and sour. 


We walked past a front desk. No one was sitting there. As we made our way deeper into the lab, 
the bird squawks grew louder. And the sharp odor in the air made my eyes water. 


Dr. Marcum carried me down the long aisle, past two rows of birdcages. Some of the cages held 
flapping birds, all different kinds and colors. Some cages were empty. 


“Tell me," I said. "How are you going to turn me back to my old size?" 
*We're not,” he said. 


He opened a cage door. Then he pushed me inside and clamped the door shut. 


“Let me out of here!" I screamed. “You can’t DO this to me!" 


Dr. Marcum shook his head and frowned at me. “We can't let you out,” he said. “We need to keep 
you top secret." 





I grabbed the cage bars with both hands. “But—but—but —" I sputtered. A wave of panic swept 
down my body. I struggled to breathe. 


“We don't want anyone to know about our secret experiments,” he said. “It might scare people.” 
“But I’m not one of your experiments" I cried. 


He brought his face close to the cage. “You are now,” he said. “Don’t worry, Steven. We'll feed 
you and take care of you. Till we figure out what to do with you.” 


“Do with me?" I cried. “You mean ... you don’t know how to make me big again?" 
“Not really," he said. 


Down the long rows of cages, the birds squawked and flapped. A big yellow bird in the cage 
beside mine chewed at its cage bars. 


*We can try some experiments," Dr. Marcum said. “But we can’t let you out.” 


“But Mr. Pinker knows what you did. And my parents know who you are,” I said. “My parents saw 
you and —" 


“Your parents never saw us," Dr. Marcum said. “They weren't home. We broke into your house and 
took the bird. We saw your clothes on the floor. And the missing doll clothes." 


“Then we saw tiny footprints in the soapy water on the floor," Dr. Beach said. “Those little shoes 
left prints all over the living room. It didn't take us long to figure out somebody had been shrunk. So 
we waited on the stoop to see who would show up." 


I shook the cage bars. “Let me out!" I screamed. “You can’t keep me here. Let me out!” 


My shouts scared the big bird next to me. He stopped biting his cage bars and began flapping his 
huge wings hard. 


Dr. Marcum turned away and walked down the row of cages. 
I shouted after him, but he didn't turn back. 


I squeezed the metal cage bars till my hands hurt. My voice was hoarse from shouting. I knew no 
one could hear me over the caws and chirps and honks of the birds. 


I held my hands over my ears. The sound was deafening. 
I had to think. But how? I sat down on the cage floor and rested my back against the bars. 


How could this happen to me? Here I was a real person, but so small. Sitting in a birdcage. In a lab 
hidden in the woods on the edge of town. 


Did I know a magic trick that would make me disappear from this cage? 
No. My tricks were only tricks. They weren't going to help me with anything real. 


I stood up and started to pace back and forth on the metal cage floor. I stared at the door, which 
was tightly latched. 


This is a birdcage, I thought. It S made to hold birds inside. 
But I'm not a bird. I'm a person. I know how to work that latch. 
All I have to do is push it hard, undo the latch, and the cage door will slide open. 


Dr. Beach and Dr. Marcum weren t even good at keeping birds prisoner, I decided. After all, they 
let Bugsy escape. 


So, it will be even easier for me to get out of here. 


This idea gave me some hope and new energy. I raced to the door and studied the latch. It was just 
above my head. I had to stand on tiptoe to reach it. 


But it was a simple latch, like a hook that caught over a cage bar. 
“No problem,” I said out loud. 


The big bird in the next cage had stopped flapping its yellow wings. It was watching me now. I 
suddenly realized the bird looked like a canary. But it was huge, as big as a turkey. 


I leaned forward and climbed on tiptoe. I reached up and grabbed the latch with my right hand. I 
pushed. 


No. It didn’t move. 
I pushed harder. No. 


I slumped down and took a deep breath. Then I raised myself back up and grabbed the latch with 
both hands. 


I pushed. Pushed. Pushed harder, straining every muscle. 

No. I couldn't loosen it. I couldn't budge it. 

With a sigh I stumbled back from the door. I wiped sweat off my face with the sleeve of my 
jumpsuit. 

Time for Plan B. 

But what was Plan B? 


I gazed at the yellow plastic water dish in the side of the cage. Could I stand on it and try to climb to 
the top of the cage? 


No. No way to escape through the top. 


Could I hide in the water dish, then surprise Dr. Marcum or Dr. Beach when they came to find me? 
And maybe run out while they had the cage door open? 


I stepped closer to examine it. No. It was filled with water. Deep enough for me to swim in. I'd 
done enough swimming in that soapy bucket back home. 


I spun around, trying to find something ... anything.... 
The giant canary watched me silently as I paced the cage. I turned to it. I took a few steps toward it. 


The two scientists must have given it a /ot of Growth Hormone. It was at least twenty times the size 
of a normal canary. 


I studied it for a long while. “You’re going to be my magic trick—aren’t you?" I said. “You are 
going to help me escape—aren't you?" I said. 

The bird tilted its head as if trying to understand. 

"You're going to work some magic,” I said softly, gently. “I know you are.” 


I stepped to the edge of my cage and pressed my cheek up close to its huge orange beak. “Kiss?” I 
said. “Give me a kiss?” 


The yellow bird didn’t move. It just stared at me with one round black eye the size of a coat button. 
“Kiss?” I pressed my face through the bars. “Come on, birdie. Give me a big, wet kiss.” 


I gasped as the bird lowered its beak and slurped its wet tongue down my cheek. 


I swung away from the giant canary. I raised my hand. I touched the wet bird saliva on my skin. 
Then I walked to the cage door and waited. 


I crossed my arms in front of me and stared straight ahead. And waited for my body to start to feel 
different. 


I waited a minute. Two minutes. Three. I didn't move. I could still feel the touch of the bird's 
tongue on my skin. Thinking about it made my whole face tingle. 


And then I felt a rumbling in my stomach. A sudden ache in my arms and legs. 

Was it happening? Was the Growth Hormone from the bird's tongue going to make me bigger? 
I stood perfectly still. My knees began to hurt. My toes throbbed. 

The jumpsuit felt tight across my chest ... around my waist. 

Yes! 


I started to grow. I could feel myself sliding up. Feel my skin stretch ... my legs creak ... my head 
shoot up. 


My head rose to the top of the cage. I nearly filled the cage. Another few seconds and I'd be too big 
to get out! 


I pushed hard against the latch. It popped open. I shoved the door. Swung it all the way out. 


I could just barely squeeze out the opening. My arms were stretching. My legs lengthened rapidly. 
My stomach grew. My feet tore out of the little plastic shoes. 


I hit the floor and my jumpsuit made a ripping sound—and flew off. 


I stood there, startled. Totally naked. But I didn't care. I was free. And a few seconds later, I stood 
tall next to the cages. I was my old height again. 


Birds squawked and flapped, as if they were celebrating with me. 

But I knew I still wasn't safe. I had to get out of that lab. I had to get away from the two scientists. 

Over the squawk of the birds, I heard their voices far down the hall. The exit to the lab seemed a 
mile away. 

How could I distract them and get out the door? 


Only one way. I began moving down the row, opening cage doors. I pulled and prodded the birds 
out of their cages. 


They came flying out, eager to be free. Birds of all sizes. Birds that had been shrunk. Little birds 
that had been stretched into giants. 


Cages toppled and crashed to the floor as I moved down the row. Birds flapped and flew and 
soared overhead. 


Dr. Beach and Dr. Marcum came running into the aisle. They shouted angrily as birds rushed at 
their heads. The two men frantically grabbed at birds, trying to capture them and return them to their 
cages. 


They were surrounded by escaped birds. Screaming and cursing and swinging their hands furiously, 
the two men didn't even see me as I darted past. 


I reached the exit and hurtled outside. I left the door wide open. Birds flew out and soared toward 
the sky. 


I took off, running down the gravel path in my bare feet. Behind me, I could hear the men's angry 
shouts over the deafening bird cries. 


I watched to see if they were coming after me. But no. They were too busy with their escaped 
birds. 


How did I get home? It was all a dark blur to me. 


I ran all the way. I kept away from the roads. I tried to stay behind hedges and trees. I ran through 
backyards. 


It was a dark night, no moon or stars. I don't know if anyone saw me, a naked twelve-year-old boy 
running as hard as he could. 


Mom and Dad were so happy to see me. Of course, they had a million questions for me. I said, “Pll 
tell you everything. Just let me get some clothes on!” 


I can't tell you how happy I was when my jeans and T-shirt fit! 


At the dinner table, I told Mom and Dad everything, from the beginning. Dad called the police to 
tell them about the two men and their science lab in the woods. 


Then I settled down to my favorite dessert. Chocolate ice cream with chocolate syrup over it. 

The spoon felt good in my hand. It was the right size. 

I was the right size. The world was the right size again. 

The chocolate ice cream was helping to calm me down. All three of us had big smiles on our faces. 
Then I heard a flapping sound at the window. 

I gasped as Bugsy came flying in. Mom and Dad cried out in surprise. 

The bird fluttered over the dining room table. 

"^He—he followed me home!” I stammered. 

And then Bugsy landed on my shoulder. His claws dug into my T-shirt. 

He leaned his beak forward. 

“No!” I cried. “No, Bugsy! Don't kiss! Don't kiss! Bugsy! Oh, nooooo!" I wailed. “He Kissed me!” 


WELCOME BACK TO 
THE HALL OF HORRORS 


Well, Steven, that's quite a tall tale you told me. Or should I call it a short story? 


Here. Let me pick you up and carry you to your room for the night. Whoa. Are you putting on 
weight? You must weigh at least two pounds. 


Tonight you will sleep in the guest deadroom. I have a comfy dresser drawer made up for you. 
Don't be afraid. There are no birds flying around in the Hall of Horrors. Well ... only vultures. 
I am the Story-Keeper, and I will keep your story here where it belongs. 

But now I' m being rude. We have a new guest. 


Come right in, young woman. Don't be afraid of my pet scorpions. They only sting when they 
haven't been fed for a while. 


Hmmmm ... Have I fed them recently? I don't remember. 


What is your name, dear? Monica? I see you are carrying a Halloween mask. A very ugly, 
frightening mask. Does this mean you have a Halloween story for me? 


Come in. Plenty of room in the Hall of Horrors. You know ... There's Always Room for One More 
Scream. 


Ready for More? 


Here's another tale from the Hall of Horrors: 
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THE FIVE MASKS OF 
DR. SCREEM 


My brother, Peter, tightened the belt around his white karate uniform. “Monica,” he said, “if you get 
more Snickers bars than me, can we trade?" 


He didn't wait for me to answer. 


“Mom, are we allowed to eat unwrapped candy?" he shouted. Mom was downstairs. How did he 
expect her to hear him? 


He did a little dance and gave me a hard karate chop on the shoulder. 
“Ow. Stop it, Peter," I groaned. I rubbed my shoulder. 
He laughed. You're such a wimp.” He pretended to chop me again. I ducked away. 


“Can you get dizzy from eating chocolate?" Peter asked. “Freddy Milner says if you eat enough 
chocolate, you get so dizzy, you can't walk straight." 


“Don’t try it tonight," I said. 

He staggered around the room till he crashed into the wall. Then he leaped in the air and did a high 
karate kick. 

“Look out!" I screamed. He almost kicked my laptop off the desk. 

“Why don't you get out of my room and wait downstairs?" I said. 

“Why don't you make me?" he said. He grinned his toothy grin as he raised both fists. 


Peter thinks he's cute, but he isn't. For one thing, he's too tall to be cute. He's ten — two years 
younger than me — but he's nearly a foot taller than I am. He has stringy blond hair and a long, bent 
nose and funny teeth. He's my brother but let's face facts — he's a beast. 


He picked up a postage stamp from my desk. Licked it — and stuck it to my forehead. Then he 
collapsed laughing on my bed. 


“Why did you do that?" I growled. 
He shrugged. “Why not?” 
Guess you can understand why I spell Peter’s name P-A-I-N. 


He talks too much. He can’t stand still. He’s always dancing and chopping and kicking. And he 
thinks he’s funny, but he isn’t. 


My friends can’t stand him. 


Some kids take pills to slow them down to normal speed. But my parents make excuses for Peter. 
They say he’s just high energy. 


Like Pm some kind of lazy slob. Pm only captain of the gymnastics team and star sprinter of the 
Hillcrest Middle School track team. 


“What kind of costume is that?” Peter asked with a sneer. “A pair of black shorts over purple 


tights?" 
“It’s my gymnastics uniform,” I said. 
He laughed. “You look like a freak." 
“Mom!” I shouted down the stairs. “Do I have to take him?" 


I heard her footsteps on the stairs. I stepped out into the hall. She stopped halfway up and leaned on 
the banister. 


“Monica, are you still complaining?" She blew back a strand of her curly copper-colored hair. 


She and I have the same color hair. Actually, we kind of look like sisters. We're both small and 
thin. Unlike Peter and Dad, both gangly hulks. 


I sighed. “I just want to meet up with Caroline and Regina and hang out with them." 
“Well, you can't," Mom said. “You have to take Peter trick-or-treating." 
I rolled my eyes. “But, Mom, all he does is practice karate on us till we're black and blue." 


That made Peter laugh. Behind me in my room, he picked up one of my stuffed pandas and gave it 
some hard chops. 


“You girls can defend yourselves," Mom said. “Kick him back." 
Peter dropped the panda to the floor. “Huh?” 


“Besides, he'll be too busy collecting candy,” Mom said. “You know he's a total candy nut. He 
won’t have time to pester you and your friends.” 


She shouted to Peter. “Am I right?” 
"Whatever," Peter replied. 
I sighed again. “Okay, let's get it over with,” I said. 


I returned to my room and pulled a silvery mask over my eyes. Maybe people wouldn’t recognize 
me. The elastic band caught in my hair. As if being with my brother wasn’t enough pain. 


I turned and saw Peter pull a black mask down over his eyes. It matched the black belt around his 
uniform. Peter is nowhere near a black belt. But he wears one anyway. 


A few seconds later, we stepped out the front door. Peter hopped down the steps and went running 
to the street. 


It was a dark October night. A half-moon hung low over the houses across the street. The wind 
gusted, making dead leaves swirl in circles in the front yard. 


I shivered. Maybe my shorts and tights and sleeveless T-shirt were a mistake. Maybe I needed a 
jacket. 


But as I followed Peter away from the light of the house into the blue-black darkness, I realized I 
wasn't shivering from the wind. 


Normally, I’m not a fraidy cat. But I just had a feeling ... 
... Avery bad feeling about this Halloween. 


Caroline wore a top hat, a ragged man's overcoat, big floppy shoes, and a bumpy rubber nose. She 
spoke in a high, creaky voice and said she was a Munchkin from The Wizard of Oz. 


Regina wore gray spandex workout clothes. She had black whiskers painted on her cheeks. She 
said she was Catwoman. With her olive-colored eyes, she looked like a cat even without the 
whiskers. 


All three of us are on the gymnastics team at school. So we are pretty strong and athletic. 
But we were no match for Peter. 


He kept dancing around us, making wide circles. Then he'd dart in and snatch something out of our 
trick-or-treat bags. He was a total thief. 


“Give that back!” Regina cried. She made a grab for the candy bar Peter swiped. “That’s my 
favorite!" 


"Mine, too," Peter said, dancing away, giggling his head off. He shoved Regina's candy into his big 
shopping bag. 


Regina didn't give up easily. She let out a roar and dove at Peter. 

He dodged to the side and gave her a hard karate chop — in the neck. 

"Ullllp." Regina made a horrible noise and started to choke. 

For once, Peter stopped dancing. “Oh. Sorry,” he said. “That was an accident." 

"This is an accident, too!” Caroline cried. She lowered her shoulder and plowed right into Peter. 


The two of them went rolling into a pile of dry leaves. Peter held on to his trick-or-treat bag for 
dear life. He swung it at Caroline, and she rolled away from him. 


Regina rubbed her throat. “I’m okay,” she said. 


“Tt was an accident. Really," Peter insisted. He jumped up and trotted over to Regina. He held up 
his shopping bag. “Take a candy. Go ahead. Take any one.” 


Regina eyed him suspiciously. 

He shook the bag in front of her. She reached in and pulled out a big Snickers bar. 
“Not that one!" Peter cried. He grabbed it out of her hand and backed away with it. 
Regina let out a groan. “You creep!" 


Caroline took Regina by the arm and started to pull her away. “Catch you later, Monica,” she 
called. 


“Hey, wait —" I started after them. “Where are you going?" 
“Away from the Karate Monster," Caroline said. “Far away." 


My two friends took off, running hand in hand down the sidewalk. I watched them appear and 


disappear in the circles of light from the streetlamps. 
Then I turned angrily to my brother. “Thanks for chasing my friends away," I snapped. 
He shrugged. “Can I help it if they're losers?” 
I wanted to punch his lights out. But we're a nonviolent family. I mean, everyone but Peter. 
So I just swung my fists in the air and counted to ten. 


“Okay.” I felt a little less angry. *Let's go home.” I started to walk, but Peter grabbed my shoulder 
and spun me around. 


“We can't go home, Monica. It's too early. And look —" He shook his big shopping bag so I could 
hear the candy rattling around inside it. “My bag is only half full." 


I laughed. “You’re kidding, right? You really think you're going to fill that huge bag? No way. That 
would take all night." 


“Okay, okay," Peter replied. “Just one more block. Two more blocks. Three —” 
I rolled my eyes. “One more block, Peter. But you can do both sides of the street.” 


"Okay. Stand back. Here goes." He ran full speed up the front lawn to a brightly lit house with a 
big grinning jack-o'-lantern in the front window. A flickering candle inside it made its jagged eyes 
glow. 


I stayed at the curb and watched him ring the doorbell. A girl in a Dora the Explorer costume 
appeared at the door. 


Shivering, I hugged myself. The wind had grown colder. It felt heavy and damp, as if it might snow. 
The half-moon had disappeared behind dark clouds. 


It was getting late. I glanced up and down the street. I didn't see any other trick-or-treaters. Peter is 
such a candy freak. I knew he'd stay out all night if he could. 


But I wanted to get home and warm up. And call Regina and Caroline and apologize for Peter for 
the ten-thousandth time this month. 


I stayed down by the curb and watched him run from house to house. This was his biggest night of 
the year. Bigger than Christmas. 


When he got home, he'd turn the shopping bag over on his rug and dump out all the candy. Then 
he'd sort it for hours, making piles of one candy bar and then another. 


He's so totally mental. Sometimes when he was smaller he'd actually roll on his back in his 
Halloween candy, like a dog. 


Of course, that was when he was still cute. Now, he only thinks he's cute. 


I watched him run up to the last house on the block. It was a tiny square house with two bikes lying 
on their sides in the front yard. A young woman answered the door and started to hand Peter an apple. 


“No way!” he cried. “No apples!” He spun away before she could drop it in his bag. Then he 
leaped off her front stoop and came running toward me. 


“Monica, we have to do one more block,” he said breathlessly. 


I crossed my arms in front of me. “Peter, you promised,” I said. “One last block. That was it.” 





“But — but —" he sputtered. “Did you see what happened up there? She tried to give me an apple! 
No candy." 


I rolled my eyes. “Big tragedy,” I said. 

“Come on, Monica. Give me a break." He started to pull me across the street. 

“Tt’s late," I said. “Mom and Dad will be worried. Do you see anyone else still out here?" 
He didn't answer. He tore across the street and started to run along a tall hedge at the corner. 
"Peter? Come back here!" I called after him. 

But he disappeared into the deep shadow of the hedge. 


Where were we? I couldn't read the street sign. The streetlight was really dim. Without any 
moonlight, it was too dark to see anything. 


Tall hedges rose up like black walls. Behind them, high trees whispered and shook. 
We never go this far, I told myself. I don't know this block. 


As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, houses came into focus. Big houses on top of steep, sloping 
lawns. No lights in the windows. No one moving. No cars on the street. 


A sudden howl made my skin prickle. 
Was that a cat? Or just the strong wind through the old trees? 
Irealized my heart was suddenly thudding in my chest. I turned and chased after Peter. 


He was halfway up a long driveway that led to an enormous house nearly hidden behind hedges 
and tall shrubs. The house looked like an old castle, with pointed towers on both sides. 


"Peter?" My voice came out in a hoarse whisper. 


I trotted to catch up to him. “Let’s go home,” I said. “This house is totally dark. The whole block is 
totally dark. We've wandered into a weird neighborhood." 


He laughed. **You' re afraid? Ha-ha. Look at you. Shaking like a baby." 


“I — I'm not afraid. But it’s creepy," I said. "Let's go. Now. No one is going to answer the door 
here." 


He adjusted the belt on his karate uniform. Then he straightened the black mask over his eyes. 
"Let's see," he said. 


He pushed the doorbell. I could hear loud chimes inside the house. 
Silence. 


“See? No one's coming," I said. “Come on, Peter. I’m freezing. And you have plenty of candy. Let's 
go home." 


He ignored me, as usual. He pushed the doorbell again and held it in. 
Again, I heard the chimes on the other side of the tall wooden door. 


The trees shook in a strong wind gust. Dead leaves blew up against the front stoop, as if trying to 
get to us. 


I heard another howl. Far away. It sounded almost human. 


“Peter, please —" I whispered. 
And then I heard footsteps. A clicking sound inside the house. 


The door squeaked and then slowly slid open. A dark-haired woman in a long dress peered out at 
us. 


Gray light shone behind her. I couldn't see her face clearly. It was hidden in shadow. 
“Trick or treat,” Peter said. 
The woman took a step toward us. I could see her dark eyes go wide. 


“Oh, thank goodness!" she cried. “You’re here. I knew you would come!" 


She pulled us into her house. I blinked in the shimmering gray light. 


We stood in a narrow front entryway. The ceiling was high above our heads. The light came from a 
huge glass ball dangling on a thick chain above us. 


“We — we're just trick-or-treating," Peter stammered. 


The woman nodded. Her straight black hair fell over her face. She brushed it back with a pale 
hand. 


I couldn't tell how old she was. Maybe in her thirties, like our parents. 


She was pretty, with round, dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a warm smile. Her black dress fell to 
her ankles, soft and flowy like a nightgown. 


“I knew you would come,” she repeated. 
“What do you mean?" I asked. 


She didn't answer. She turned quickly, her long dress swirling around her. And led the way into an 
enormous, dimly lit front room. 


A low fire flickered in a wide stone fireplace on the far wall. It sent long shadows dancing into the 
room. 


Antique black leather couches and armchairs filled the big room. 


A tall painting hung over the mantel. It was a portrait of a sad-looking woman in old-fashioned lacy 
clothes, a single teardrop on one cheek. 


Despite the fire, the room was cold. The air felt damp and heavy. 
What a totally depressing place, I thought. Everything is so dark and creepy. 


“My name is Bella,” the woman said. She tossed her hair off her forehead with a snap of her head. 
She stood facing us with her hands at her waist. Her dark eyes moved from Peter to me. 


“You are Monica, aren't you?" she said. “And your brother is named Peter." 
I felt my throat tighten. *How did you know?" I asked. 
“Who are you?” Peter demanded. “Do you know our parents?" 


She shook her head. A thin smile spread over her pale, slender face. ^You're in the book,” she said 
softly. Her eyes stayed locked on us, as if studying us. 


“Book?” I said. “I don't understand." 


She leaned a hand against the back of one of the big armchairs. “The book says you would come. It 
says you will help me tonight." 


I glanced at Peter. He rolled his eyes. 


Is this woman crazy? I thought. 


“We’re in a book?" I asked. “You mean, like a phone book?" 


Bella shook her head. She motioned for us to follow her. She led us to a library at the back of the 
living room. 


Bookshelves climbed to the ceiling on all four walls. The shelves were filled with old-looking 
books. The covers were cracked and faded. 


Two lamps that looked like torches poked out from high on the walls. The lamps threw yellow light 
over a long wooden table. Four straight-backed chairs stood around the table. 


Blue-black shadows stretched everywhere. I shivered. I had the strange thought that the shadows 
were alive. 


Bella reached down to a lower shelf and tugged out a large book. She raised it in both hands and 
blew dust off the cover. 


As she brought it to the table, I saw that the cover was cracked and stained. She held it up so that 
Peter and I could read the title etched in curly brown letters on the front: The Hallows Book. 


“Hallows?” I said. “It’s ... like a Halloween book?" 


She didn't answer. With a groan, she set the heavy book down on the table. Then she leaned over it, 
turning the yellowed pages carefully. 


“I... don't understand,” I said. “What is this book?" 
“We just came for candy,” Peter said. His voice trembled. I could see he didn't like this. 


“Read,” Bella said. She ran a slender finger down a page. “Come closer, you two. Read what the 
book says." 


Peter and I leaned over the book. It smelled kind of musty, like the closets at Grandma Alice’s 
house. I squinted at the tiny, faded type, and read: 


On Halloween night, the doorbell will ring. Two young people will come to Bellas aid. Their 
names will be Monica and Peter Anderson. 


They will be celebrating the rituals of All Hallow s Eve. But Peter and Monica will give up their 
celebrations. And they will help Bella in her time of need. 


I tried to swallow. My throat suddenly felt dry as cotton. 


Peter and I stared down at the faded page of the old book. The writing ended there. The rest of the 
page was blank. 


I raised my eyes to Bella. 


“This is impossible,” I said. “How can this be?" 
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THERE'S ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE SCREAM 


Greetings. Come in. You've found my old castle, here in the darkest, most hidden part of HorrorLand. 


Pay no attention to those screeching bats. They always get excited when someone new arrives. 
They think it might be dinnertime. 


Don't look so terrified. The bats won't bother you. The scorpions will keep them away. 

Take a seat next to the coffintable over there. Cozy, right? 

No, I don’t know who is buried in there. I just hope he's dead! Ha-ha. 

The Hall of Horrors is a place for very special visitors. A place for kids who have stories to tell. 


Frightened kids find their way here. Haunted kids. They are eager to tell me their stories. For I am 
the Listener. I am the Story-Keeper, the keeper of tales. 


We have a visitor today. That girl who keeps twisting and untwisting a strand of her red hair. Yes, 
she looks tense. 


The girl's name is Monica Anderson. She is twelve. 


See that Halloween mask on her lap? That mask is the ugliest thing lve ever seen. (Except when I 
look in the mirror in the morning. Ha-ha. I have to be careful. I have to sneak up on the mirror so it 
doesn't break.) 


My guess is Monica has a Halloween story to tell. ““Why did you bring that mask, Monica?" I ask 
her. 


“I didn't bring it. The mask brought me." 

"Are you saying that mask is alive?" 

"I'm saying this Halloween was the most terrifying night of my life. My brother, Peter, and I will 
never go trick-or-treating again." 

“Well, start at the beginning, Monica. I am the Story-Keeper. Tell me your story.” 


Monica squeezes the ugly mask between her hands. “What happened to Peter and me is hard to 
believe. Are you sure you want to hear it?” 


Go ahead, Monica. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream in the Hall of 
Horrors. 


PART ONE 
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My brother, Peter, tightened the belt around his white karate uniform. “Monica,” he said, “if you get 
more Snickers bars than me, can we trade?” 


He didn’t wait for me to answer. 


“Mom, are we allowed to eat unwrapped candy?” he shouted. Mom was downstairs. How did he 
expect her to hear him? 


He did a little dance and gave me a hard karate chop on the shoulder. 
“Ow. Stop it, Peter,” I groaned. I rubbed my shoulder. 
He laughed. “You’re such a wimp.” He pretended to chop me again. I ducked away. 


“Can you get dizzy from eating chocolate?” Peter asked. “Freddy Milner says if you eat enough 
chocolate, you get so dizzy, you can't walk straight." 


“Don’t try it tonight," I said. 

He staggered around the room till he crashed into the wall. Then he leaped in the air and did a high 
karate kick. 

“Look out!" I screamed. He almost kicked my laptop off the desk. 

“Why don't you get out of my room and wait downstairs?" I said. 

“Why don't you make me?" he said. He grinned his toothy grin as he raised both fists. 


Peter thinks he's cute, but he isn’t. For one thing, he's too tall to be cute. He's ten — two years 
younger than me — but he's nearly a foot taller than I am. He has stringy blond hair and a long, bent 
nose and funny teeth. He's my brother but let's face facts — he's a beast. 


He picked up a postage stamp from my desk. Licked it — and stuck it to my forehead. Then he 
collapsed laughing on my bed. 


“Why did you do that?" I growled. 
He shrugged. “Why not?” 
Guess you can understand why I spell Peter’s name P-A-I-N. 


He talks too much. He can’t stand still. He’s always dancing and chopping and kicking. And he 
thinks he’s funny, but he isn’t. 


My friends can’t stand him. 

Some kids take pills to slow them down to normal speed. But my parents make excuses for Peter. 
They say he’s just high energy. 

Like I’m some kind of lazy slob. Pm only captain of the gymnastics team and star sprinter of the 
Hillcrest Middle School track team. 

“What kind of costume is that?” Peter asked with a sneer. “A pair of black shorts over purple 


tights?” 


“It’s my gymnastics uniform,” I said. 
He laughed. “You look like a freak." 
“Mom!” I shouted down the stairs. “Do I have to take him?” 


I heard her footsteps on the stairs. I stepped out into the hall. She stopped halfway up and leaned on 
the banister. 


“Monica, are you still complaining?” She blew back a strand of her curly copper-colored hair. 


She and I have the same color hair. Actually, we kind of look like sisters. We’re both small and 
thin. Unlike Peter and Dad, who are both gangly hulks. 


I sighed. “I just want to meet up with Caroline and Regina and hang out with them.” 
“Well, you can't," Mom said. “You have to take Peter trick-or-treating." 
I rolled my eyes. “But, Mom, all he does is practice karate on us till we're black-and-blue.” 


That made Peter laugh. Behind me in my room, he picked up one of my stuffed pandas and gave it 
some hard chops. 


“You girls can defend yourselves," Mom said. “Kick him back." 
Peter dropped the panda to the floor. “Huh?” 


"Besides, he'll be too busy collecting candy," Mom said. *You know he's a total candy nut. He 
won't have time to pester you and your friends." 


She shouted to Peter. “Am I right?" 
"Whatever," Peter replied. 
I sighed again. “Okay, let's get it over with,” I said. 


I returned to my room and pulled a silvery mask over my eyes. Maybe people wouldn’t recognize 
me. The elastic band caught in my hair. As if being with my brother wasn’t enough pain. 


I turned and saw Peter pull a black mask down over his eyes. It matched the black belt around his 
uniform. Peter is nowhere near a black belt. But he wears one anyway. 


A few seconds later, we stepped out the front door. Peter hopped down the steps and went running 
to the street. 


It was a dark October night. A half-moon hung low over the houses across the street. The wind 
gusted, making dead leaves swirl in circles in the front yard. 


I shivered. Maybe my shorts and tights and sleeveless T-shirt were a mistake. Maybe I needed a 
jacket. 


But as I followed Peter away from the light of the house into the blue-black darkness, I realized I 
wasn’t shivering from the wind. 


Normally, I’m not a fraidy cat. But I just had a feeling ... 
... Avery bad feeling about this Halloween. 
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Caroline wore a top hat, a man's ragged overcoat, big floppy shoes, and a bumpy rubber nose. She 
spoke in a high, creaky voice and said she was a Munchkin from The Wizard of Oz. 


Regina wore gray spandex workout clothes. She had black whiskers painted on her cheeks. She 
said she was Catwoman. With her olive-colored eyes, she looked like a cat even without the 
whiskers. 


All three of us are on the gymnastics team at school. So we are pretty strong and athletic. 
But we were no match for Peter. 


He kept dancing around us, making wide circles. Then he'd dart in and snatch something out of our 
trick-or-treat bags. He was a total thief. 


“Give that back!” Regina cried. She made a grab for the candy bar Peter swiped. “That’s my 
favorite!” “Mine, too," Peter said, dancing away, giggling his head off. He shoved Regina's candy 
into his big shopping bag. 


Regina didn't give up easily. She let out a roar and dove at Peter. 

He dodged to the side and gave her a hard karate chop — in the neck. 

"UlllIp." Regina made a horrible noise and started to choke. 

For once, Peter stopped dancing. “Oh. Sorry,” he said. “That was an accident.” 

"This 1s an accident, too!" Caroline cried. She lowered her shoulder and plowed right into Peter. 


The two of them went rolling into a pile of dry leaves. Peter held on to his trick-or-treat bag for 
dear life. He swung it at Caroline, and she rolled away from him. 


Regina rubbed her throat. “I’m okay,” she said. 


“Tt was an accident. Really," Peter insisted. He jumped up and trotted over to Regina. He held up 
his shopping bag. “Take a candy. Go ahead. Take any one.” 


Regina eyed him suspiciously. 

He shook the bag in front of her. She reached in and pulled out a big Snickers bar. 
“Not that one!” Peter cried. He grabbed it out of her hand and backed away with it. 
Regina let out a groan. “You creep!" 


Caroline took Regina by the arm and started to pull her away. “Catch you later, Monica," she 
called. 


“Hey, wait —” I started after them. “Where are you going?" 
“Away from the Karate Monster," Caroline said. “Far away." 


My two friends took off, running hand in hand down the sidewalk. I watched them appear and 
disappear in the circles of light from the streetlamps. 


Then I turned angrily to my brother. “Thanks for chasing my friends away," I snapped. 


He shrugged. “Can I help it if they're losers?" 
I wanted to punch his lights out. But we're a nonviolent family. I mean, everyone but Peter. 
So I just swung my fists in the air and counted to ten. 


“Okay.” I felt a little less angry. *Let's go home.” I started to walk, but Peter grabbed my shoulder 
and spun me around. 


“We can’t go home, Monica. It's too early. And look —" He shook his big shopping bag so I could 
hear the candy rattling around inside it. “My bag is only half full.” 


I laughed. “You’re kidding, right? You really think you’re going to fill that huge bag? No way. That 
would take all might.” 


“Okay, okay,” Peter replied. “Just one more block. Two more blocks. Three —” 
I rolled my eyes. “One more block, Peter. But you can do both sides of the street.” 


“Okay. Stand back. Here goes.” He ran full speed up the front lawn to a brightly lit house with a 
big grinning jack-o’-lantern in the front window. A flickering candle inside it made its jagged eyes 
glow. 


I stayed at the curb and watched him ring the doorbell. A girl in a Dora the Explorer costume 
appeared at the door. 


Shivering, I hugged myself. The wind had grown colder. It felt heavy and damp, as if it might snow. 
The half-moon had disappeared behind dark clouds. 


It was getting late. I glanced up and down the street. I didn’t see any other trick-or-treaters. Peter is 
such a candy freak. I knew he’d stay out all night if he could. 


But I wanted to get home and warm up. And call Regina and Caroline and apologize for Peter for 
the ten thousandth time this month. 


I stayed down by the curb and watched him run from house to house. This was his biggest night of 
the year. Bigger than Christmas. 


When he got home, he’d turn the shopping bag over on his rug and dump out all the candy. Then 
he’d sort it for hours, making piles of this candy bar and then another. 


He’s so totally mental. Sometimes when he was smaller he’d actually roll on his back in his 
Halloween candy, like a dog. 


Of course, that was when he was still cute. Now he only thinks he’s cute. 


I watched him run up to the last house on the block. It was a tiny square house with two bikes lying 
on their sides in the front yard. A young woman answered the door and started to hand Peter an apple. 


“No way!” he cried. “No apples!” He spun away before she could drop it in his bag. Then he 
leaped off her front stoop and came running toward me. 


“Monica, we have to do one more block,” he said breathlessly. 
I crossed my arms in front of me. “Peter, you promised,” I said. “One last block. That was it.” 


“But — but —" he sputtered. “Did you see what happened up there? She tried to give me an apple! 
No candy.” 





I rolled my eyes. “Big tragedy,” I said. 

“Come on, Monica. Give me a break." He started to pull me across the street. 

“Its late," I said. “Mom and Dad will be worried. Do you see anyone else still out here?" 
He didn't answer. He tore across the street and started to run along a tall hedge at the corner. 
"Peter? Come back here!" I called after him. 

But he disappeared into the deep shadow of the hedge. 


Where were we? I couldn't read the street sign. The streetlight was really dim. Without any 
moonlight, it was too dark to see anything. 


Tall hedges rose up like black walls. Behind them, high trees whispered and shook. 
We never go this far, I told myself. J don t know this block. 


As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, houses came into focus. Big houses on top of steep, sloping 
lawns. No lights in the windows. No one moving. No cars on the street. 


A sudden howl made my skin prickle. 
Was that a cat? Or just the strong wind through the old trees? 
I realized my heart was suddenly thudding in my chest. I turned and chased after Peter. 


He was halfway up a long driveway that led to an enormous house nearly hidden behind hedges 
and tall shrubs. The house looked like an old castle, with pointed towers on both sides. 


"Peter?" My voice came out in a hoarse whisper. 


I trotted to catch up to him. “Let’s go home,” I said. “This house is totally dark. The whole block is 
totally dark. We've wandered into a weird neighborhood." 


He laughed. You're afraid? Ha-ha. Look at you. Shaking like a baby." 


“I — I'm not afraid. But it’s creepy," I said. "Let's go. Now. No one is going to answer the door 
here." 


He adjusted the belt on his karate uniform. Then he straightened the black mask over his eyes. 
"Let's see," he said. 


He pushed the doorbell. I could hear loud chimes inside the house. 
Silence. 


“See? No one's coming," I said. “Come on, Peter. I’m freezing. And you have plenty of candy. Let's 
go home." 


He ignored me, as usual. He pushed the doorbell again and held it in. 
Again, I heard the chimes on the other side of the tall wooden door. 


The trees shook in a strong wind gust. Dead leaves blew up against the front stoop, as if trying to 
get to us. 


I heard another howl. Far away. It sounded almost human. 
“Peter, please —" I whispered. 


And then I heard footsteps. A clicking sound inside the house. 


The door squeaked and then slowly slid open. A dark-haired woman in a long dress peered out at 
us. 


Gray light shone behind her. I couldn't see her face clearly. It was hidden in shadow. 
“Trick or treat,” Peter said. 
The woman took a step toward us. I could see her dark eyes go wide. 


“Oh, thank goodness!” she cried. “You’re here. I knew you would come!” 
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She pulled us into her house. I blinked in the shimmering gray light. 


We stood in a narrow front entryway. The ceiling was high above our heads. The light came from a 
huge glass ball dangling on a thick chain above us. 


“We — we're just trick-or-treating," Peter stammered. 


The woman nodded. Her straight black hair fell over her face. She brushed it back with a pale 
hand. 


I couldn't tell how old she was. Maybe in her thirties, like our parents. 


She was pretty, with round, dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a warm smile. Her black dress fell to 
her ankles, soft and flowy like a nightgown. 


“I knew you would come,” she repeated. 
“What do you mean?" I asked. 


She didn't answer. She turned quickly, her long dress swirling around her. And led the way into an 
enormous, dimly lit front room. 


A low fire flickered in a wide stone fireplace on the far wall. It sent long shadows dancing into the 
room. 


Antique black leather couches and armchairs filled the big room. 


A tall painting hung over the mantel. It was a portrait of a sad-looking woman in old-fashioned lacy 
clothes, a single teardrop on one cheek. 


Despite the fire, the room was cold. The air felt damp and heavy. 
What a totally depressing place, I thought. Everything is so dark and creepy. 


“My name is Bella,” the woman said. She tossed her hair off her forehead with a snap of her head. 
She stood facing us with her hands at her waist. Her dark eyes moved from Peter to me. 


“You are Monica, aren't you?" she said. “And your brother is named Peter." 
I felt my throat tighten. “How did you know?" I asked. 
“Who are you?" Peter demanded. “Do you know our parents or something?" 


She shook her head. A thin smile spread over her pale, slender face. ^ You're in the book,” she said 
softly. Her eyes stayed locked on us, as if studying us. 


“Book?” I said. “I don’t understand." 


She leaned a hand against the back of one of the big armchairs. “The book says you would come. It 
says you will help me tonight." 


I glanced at Peter. He rolled his eyes. 
Is this woman crazy? I thought. 


“We’re 1n a book?" I asked. “You mean, like a phone book?" 


Bella shook her head. She motioned for us to follow her. She led us to a library at the back of the 
living room. 


Bookshelves climbed to the ceiling on all four walls. The shelves were filled with old-looking 
books. The covers were cracked and faded. 


Two lamps that looked like torches poked out from high on the walls. The lamps threw yellow light 
over a long wooden table. Four straight-backed chairs stood around the table. 


Blue-black shadows stretched everywhere. I shivered. I had the strange thought that the shadows 
were alive. 


Bella reached down to a lower shelf and tugged out a large book. She raised it in both hands and 
blew dust off the cover. 


As she brought it to the table, I saw that the cover was cracked and stained. She held it up so that 
Peter and I could read the title etched in curly brown letters on the front: The Hallows Book. 


“Hallows?” I said. “It’s ... like a Halloween book?" 


She didn’t answer. With a groan, she set the heavy book down on the table. Then she leaned over it, 
turning the yellowed pages carefully. 


“I... don’t understand,” I said. “What is this book?" 
“We just came for candy,” Peter said. His voice trembled. I could see he didn’t like this. 


“Read,” Bella said. She ran a slender finger down a page. “Come closer, you two. Read what the 
book says.” 


Peter and I leaned over the book. It smelled kind of musty, like the closets at Grandma Alice’s 
house. I squinted at the tiny, faded type, and read: 


On Halloween night, the doorbell will ring. Two young people will come to Bellas aid. Their 
names will be Monica and Peter Anderson. 


They will be celebrating the rituals of All Hallows’ Eve. But Peter and Monica will give up their 
celebrations. And they will help Bella in her time of need. 


I tried to swallow. My throat suddenly felt dry as cotton. 


Peter and I stared down at the faded page of the old book. The writing ended there. The rest of the 
page was blank. 


I raised my eyes to Bella. 


“This 1s impossible,” I said. “How can this be?” 
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“Itis written in the book,” Bella said. Her dark eyes glowed. “So it must be true.” 
I grabbed Peter by the arm. “Let’s go,” I said. “This is too weird." 
“You can’t!” Bella cried. She moved quickly and blocked the doorway to the library. 
Peter and I almost ran right into her. She spread her arms to keep us from sliding past her. 
“You can't keep us here!” Peter cried. 


“The Hallows Book says you will stay," Bella said. Her dark eyes flashed again. She gazed past us 
to the open book on the table. “You won't leave. The book says you won't leave." 


“I — I don't know how you did that book trick,” I said. “But really. You have to let us go home. 
Why do you need our help anyway?" 


Bella pointed to the old book. *It says you will stay and help me. The five masks — they will be 
stolen, as they are every year. You will help me get them back." 


“Five masks?" I cried. 


"[ know karate," Peter blurted out. He raised a hand, as if he was going to give Bella a chop. 
"Better let us go." 


Her eyes went wide. “Peter, I’m not going to hurt you," she said. “I’m not trying to hold you 
prisoner. The Hallows Book says that you will help me get back the masks." 


Peter lowered his hand. “I get it," he said. He shook his head. “It’s Halloween, and you like to give 
kids a good scare on Halloween. It's a big joke, right?" 


Bella moved to the table. “The book isn't a joke. It tells everything that happens." 
“What five masks are you talking about?" I asked. “Are they Halloween masks?” 
“They are called the Masks of Screem. They are masks of powerful magic,” Bella said. 
Peter and I exchanged glances. She was definitely a nut job. 

Should we run while we had the chance? 


I leaned down and gazed at the open book. To my surprise, I saw new writing on the page. A new 
paragraph had appeared. I read it to Peter.... 


"Peter and Monica didnt trust Bella. They couldn't decide what she wanted of them. At first, 
they believed her to be insane. The two youngsters wanted to run. 


“But they had an important mission to accomplish. Bella desperately needed their help. In fact, 
the whole world needed their help. 


“They could not run.” 


“Too weird," Peter said, shaking his head. He tugged off his black mask and let it fall to the floor. 
He wiped sweat off his face with the back of his hand. 


“Definitely too weird," I murmured. 


"Let me show you the five masks,” Bella said. “They are mine now. But not for long.” 


She led us to one wall of bookshelves. She reached for a red-covered book and pulled it from its 
shelf. 


A few seconds later, I heard a humming sound. The whole shelf began to spin. As the shelf turned, 
the books disappeared. And a hidden compartment in the wall came into view. 


Hanging in the compartment were five Halloween masks. 

I uttered a gasp. The masks were ugly and frightening. 

I recognized a skull ... a mummy head ... a hideous wolf head, its fangs bared in a silent snarl.... 
“Whoa. Those are majorly scary!” Peter exclaimed. 


“You don’t know what you are saying,” Bella replied in a whisper. “You don’t know the meaning 
of scary.” 


She motioned us closer. “Come here. Don’t stand back there. Take a good look at them.” 


Peter stepped up. His eyes were on a furry pig-face mask with curled yellow horns poking out of 
the top. 


I held back. My skin was prickling again. I felt cold all over. 

True fear. Just looking at the masks was frightening. 

And then ... then ... as I stared in fright ... 

... The mouths on all five masks dropped open — and they began to howl. 
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I couldn't hold it in. I opened my mouth in a shrill scream. 

Peter and I staggered back. I wanted to get as far away from those howling masks as I could. 

We started for the door — and tripped over each other. 

Peter sailed to the floor and landed hard on his side. I caught my balance and reached down to help 
him up. 

The masks' howls faded. The ugly mouths closed again. But I could still hear the frightening sound 
in my mind. 

Peter fixed the belt on his karate uniform. We both edged toward the library door. 

"I'm sorry," Bella said softly. “But you do have reason to be afraid." 

“I don't want to hear any more,” I said. “Just let us go home.” 


“I need to explain," Bella said, tossing back her long hair. “You must know everything if you are to 
help me." 


“No. Really —" I started. “Peter and I —" 

“I have been guarding these evil masks for one hundred years," Bella said. 
“Yeah. Sure," Peter muttered. “You look younger than our mother.” 

“Just let us go," I insisted. 

She had to be a /unatic. 

“There is magic involved," Bella said. “I am one hundred and thirty years old." 
“And I’m SpongeBob SquarePants,” Peter said. 


Bella’s pale face darkened in anger. She stared hard at Peter. “I am not insane,” she said. “If you 
want to get home safely, you need to listen to me — and believe. At least give me a chance.” 


IF we want to get home? 

Was that a threat? 

Bella’s words sent a chill down my back. 

I crossed my arms tightly in front of me. “Go ahead,” I said. “We won't interrupt.” 


Bella motioned to the masks hanging limply in the shelf. “These masks were made one hundred 
years ago,” she said. “They were created by a powerful sorcerer. His name was Hallows.” 


“He wrote that book?” Peter asked, pointing to the book on the table. 


Bella nodded. “Hallows was born on a Halloween night,” she continued. “Many years later, he 
died on a Halloween night. After he made these masks, he gave them strong magic. Magic that comes 
to life only one night a year — tonight.” 


I stared at the masks. “Tonight ...” I murmured. 


“Hallows gave the masks to the evil Dr. Screem," Bella said. “That’s why they are called the 
Masks of Screem. But I cannot let him keep the masks. His evil is too great." 


I took a deep breath to work up my courage. “I’ve heard enough," I said. “Peter and I are leaving." 
“It’s a good scary story," Peter told Bella. “Maybe you should make a movie of it or something." 
Bella stared at us both. She didn't reply. She raised her hands to the sides of her face. 


Peter and I started to back away from her. I took a final glance at the ugly masks. They hung limply 
on their hooks and didn't move. 


We turned and took two hurried steps toward the library door. 


Then we both gasped in horror. 
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The door was GONE. 
My eyes swept the library. Four walls of bookshelves from the floor to the ceiling. 
No door. 
No door where there had been a door! 
Panic made my legs tremble. Another chill rolled down my back. 


"Where's the door? Let us out!" Peter cried. He began running frantically around the room, pushing 
on the shelves. Trying to find a way out. 


“Be calm," Bella said, nearly in a whisper. “Don’t you see? Once you are in, the way out is 
difficult. Your journey has just begun. There's no turning back." 


“We don't want to go on a journey,” I said. My voice shook, revealing my panic. “We just want out 
of here." 


Peter shoved his shoulder against a shelf. It didn't budge. 

“You can't keep us prisoner here,” I said. “Our parents —" 

"You're not prisoners," Bella said. “You have come to help me — remember?” 
“You're crazy!" Peter screamed. “Let us out of this room!” 


“I am not your enemy," Bella told him. “Come. Sit down. Relax. I need your help. I swear I’m not 
going to hurt you." 


She shoved the red book back into its shelf. The masks disappeared as the shelf turned around. 
"Properly hidden," she murmured. 


Then she moved to the table in the center of the room and pulled out two chairs. “Come, you two. 
Sit down. Please." 


Peter and I glanced at each other. We knew we didn't have a choice. 
Maybe if we let Bella finish her story, she would let us go. 


We dropped down onto the chairs and slid them up to the table. Bella sat across from us. Her 
fingers tapped the tabletop. Her fingernails were long, painted dark red. “May I continue?" 


Peter and I stared back at her 1n silence. 


“I was telling you about the sorcerer named Hallows,” Bella said. “Hallows made the five masks. 
He filled them with powerful magic. He gave them to Screem. He didn't know of Screem's evil. Then 
Hallows created this book. He named it The Hallows Book." 


I lowered my eyes to the book. My mind spun. I was trying to figure out how Bella got our names in 
that book. 


But I didn't have a clue. 


“Screem is my enemy," Bella said. “I struggle every year to keep the masks from him. But every 


year, he steals them. Every Halloween, we must struggle over the masks. He steals them and hides 
them, but they must be found!" 


I felt a shiver of fear as Bella stared into my eyes and said: 


“The hunt for the five masks has been going on every Halloween night for one hundred years. And I 
am forced to play the same dangerous game year after year." 


“So ... you really are one hundred and thirty years old?" I cried. 
She raised a hand to silence me. 


“Screem is all evil,” she said. “His evil is beyond anything we know. I cannot allow him to keep 
the masks." 


Her voice faded. She shut her eyes for a long moment. 
Then she said, “If I don't keep the masks away from him, the world will be in terrible danger." 


“Okay,” I said. “You have the masks safely hidden away here. Can we go now?" I scooted my chair 
back. 


“You don't understand!” Bella cried, raising her voice for the first time. She jumped to her feet. 
““Screem will steal them. Every year, our story repeats. Every year, he steals them back from me and 
hides them in different places. If you leave, how will I get them back? I can't go after them." 


“I... don’t understand," I said. My head was spinning. 
Did any of this make sense? 


“I can't go after the masks," Bella said. “When Screem steals them, I need someone else to hunt 
them down. Someone to help me. That's why you're here." 


Her dark eyes glistened with tears. “The sorcerer Hallows made the rules of the hunt. He put a 
curse on me. If I touch any of the masks, I will crumble to ashes." 


Peter rolled his eyes. Her story got crazier and crazier. 


Why was I starting to believe her? Maybe it was the tears that were brimming in her eyes. Maybe it 
was the desperate tremble of her soft voice. 


“Every Halloween night, I must find someone to help me," Bella continued. “When Screem steals 
the masks, I need someone to go on the hunt and collect them. Someone to bring them back to me. This 
year, you two are the ones to risk your lives." 


“If you're trying to give us a Halloween scare, it's working," Peter said. He stood up. “We listened 
to your story. Now let us go home." 

“I can't let you go home,” Bella said. “I am helpless against Screem. I cannot use magic against 
him. I have no powers that can stop him." 

She slid the heavy old book across the table. “Look at it. Read what it says. The book doesn't lie. 
The book says you will be the ones to help me this year." 

Peter and I leaned over the book. We ran our eyes down the tiny type. A new paragraph had 
appeared. 


It said pretty much what Bella had just told us. It named Peter and me. It said we had come to help 


her.... 


They didn't believe Bellas story. They didn't believe that the Halloween mask hunt was real. 
They were eager to escape the old mansion and return home. 


But the story of the old sorcerer Hallows and the Five Masks of Screem was true. This year, it 
was Peter and Monica’ turn to meet the challenge. And perhaps ... save the world from untold 
evil. 


And then the last words caught my eye. 


The last words ... I read them twice. I felt my heart start to pound. I had that trembling feeling in 
my legs again. 


I read the last words out loud: 


"Monica and Peter were frightened by Bellas story. But their true terror wouldn't start FOR 
ANOTHER FIVE MINUTES." 
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The book ended there. I stared at the final sentence. 
“What does that mean?” I cried. 
Bella didn’t answer. Her eyes burned into mine. 
“It means we have five minutes to get out of here!" Peter cried. 
We both jumped up. 
“You have to let us go," I told Bella. “Peter and I can't help you." 
Before Bella could reply, a loud crash made Peter and me cry out in surprise. 


I swung around — and saw books sliding off the high shelves, tumbling to the floor. Peter and I 
ducked under the table as heavy old books flew across the room. 


Earthquake, I thought. 
I covered my head and shut my eyes. 


Books crashed and thudded all around me. Books bounced off the tabletop, over the floor. It was 
raining books! 


And then — another crash. My eyes shot open in time to see a whole wall collapse. 


No. Not a wall. A bookshelf fell over. It slammed to the floor with a deafening crash. The room 
shook. A curtain of dust floated up into the air. 


Then silence. 


I picked up my head — and watched a man stride into the library from behind the fallen bookcase. 
He wore a long purple robe with a purple hood. He had a red face and a square white beard that 
looked like a paintbrush. 


He came stomping over the books, kicking them out of his way. He was short, I noticed. He was no 
taller than Peter. 


He stared hard at Peter and me as he stormed into the room. He had purple eyes that glowed like 
jewels. 


“Dr. Screem!” Bella cried, raising her hands to her face. “Keep back. Keep back!” 

He stared straight ahead as if he didn’t hear her. 

“Dr. Screem — please!" Bella pleaded. “Stay away from them! Don't hurt them!” 

But Screem kept up his march over the fallen books. He strode straight toward my brother and me. 
And the look on his bearded face was not friendly. 
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“Don’t touch them! Don’t hurt them!" Bella screamed. 


I froze in terror for a long moment. Then I grabbed Peter and pulled him backward till we bumped 
against a shelf. 


Screem marched straight ahead. 


I held my breath until my chest hurt. My knees felt like they were about to collapse. I leaned back 
against the bookshelf to keep from falling. 


“No — please!” Bella cried, hands pressed to her face. 


But Screem didn't have his purple eyes on us. He was gazing straight ahead at the hidden 
compartment holding the five masks. 


Bella gasped. “No! Stay away!” She moved quickly. She dove to the shelf and tried to block it with 
her body. 


Screem pointed a finger at her. I saw a big green ring on his finger. 
I gasped as a beam of green light shot out from the ring. The light swept over the bookshelf. 
It began to turn. In seconds, the five masks were revealed. 


Screem advanced. Bella backed away in fright. He reached inside and snatched the five masks one 
by one. 


He squeezed them together, cradling them under his arm. 
“No! No! No!” Bella cried. She ran at Screem, lowered her shoulder — and tried to tackle him. 


But he ducked away. Bella slammed onto the floor and slid on her stomach. Her long hair flew up 
behind her. She let out a frustrated cry. 


Screem hid the masks under his robe. He gazed down at Bella as she climbed slowly to her feet. 
And a strange smile crossed his bearded face. 


“And so it begins again,” he said softly. His voice was high and whistly, breathy like an old man’s 
voice. 


“Screem, listen to me —” Bella pleaded. 


“You cannot stop me. It is written in the book. The hunt begins again," Screem said. “But this time 
when it is all over, the masks — and all their power — will be mine." 


“No —" Bella protested. 
“When Halloween ends, your control of the masks will end, too," Screem told Bella. 


His purple robe swept around him as he turned and started for the opening near the fallen 
bookshelf. 


Bella took a few steps after him but stopped. I could see her chin trembling, see the fear on her 
pale face. 


At the shelf, Screem spun around. He waved a long finger at Peter and me. “Keep away. I’m 
warning you," he growled. 


I stared at the green ring on his finger. It set off a beam of green light, like laser light. 
“Don’t try to help her," he cried. “I know who you are." 


The library door suddenly rose up in front of him. With another swirl of his robe, he disappeared 
out the door. 


His words rang in my ears. 
I know who you are.... I know who you are.... 
Each time I heard them, another chill shook my body. 


Bella came striding over to us. She suddenly looked older. She had deep lines under her dark eyes. 
Her lips were dry and cracked. 


“Now you have no choice," she murmured. 
I squinted at her. *Excuse me?" 


*You have no choice,” she repeated. “You must help me. Screem knows who you are. That means 
you are in terrible danger." 


Okay. Okay. I'ma very patient person. I can put up with a lot of nonsense. 

I'ma calm person. I can deal with difficult people. 

I have to put up with Peter, after all. 

I think I’m pretty good in an emergency. 

But every person has a limit. And I'd just reached mine. I'd had enough. 

I took a deep breath and held it. I waited for the chills to stop rolling down my back. 


Then I grabbed Peter by the shoulder and gave him a push. "Let's go!" I cried, motioning to the 
door with my head. 


“Stop!” Bella ordered. 
“We’re out of here!” I said. “You and that little wizard Screem are both crazy." 
“Yeah. Happy Halloween!” Peter cried. 


And we both took off. We ran right past her. Slipping and sliding on the old books on the floor, we 
leaped over the fallen bookshelf. And darted through the library doorway. 


I heard Bella shouting, but I didn’t turn back. 
I tugged open the front door of the house, and Peter and I rocketed outside. 
The cold night air shocked my hot face. Swirling winds sent my hair flying up. 


Our shoes slapped the hard ground as we ran side by side down Bella’s front lawn. We practically 
burst through the tall hedges at the street and kept running. 


I glanced back. I expected Bella to be chasing after us. 
But the street was empty. Nothing moved. No people in view. No cars. 


It must be late, I realized. No trick-or-treaters on the street. 
Mom and Dad will be furious. 
And if we tell them what happened to us ... they ll say we made it all up. 


Peter and I ran down the middle of the street. I ran so hard, I had a sharp pain in my side. But I 
ignored it and kept running. 


We reached the corner of our block. Peter nearly tripped over his trick-or-treat bag. 
How could he still be carrying it? 


There we were in the scariest moment of our lives. And all he could think of was holding on to his 
Halloween candy? Amazing. 


We ran past the Willers' house. Then the small empty field with the baseball diamond marked in the 
dirt. Then the Kleins' house. 


My legs were aching. The pain in my side was intense. 

Just a few more steps ... 

And then Peter and I both stopped running. And we both let out screams at the same time. 
“NOOOO.” 

“Oh, NOOOO.” 

My throat tightened in horror. I struggled to breathe. 

I gazed up to the top of the low slope where our house had stood. 

It was gone. 

Our house was gone. 


Peter and I were staring at an empty lot. 
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“Wh-where is it?" Peter stammered. His eyes bulged and his mouth hung open. 


We were both panting too hard to speak. I could feel the blood pulsing at my temples. I dropped to 
my knees to get over my dizziness. 


"It's ... gone," Peter choked out. “But ... where are Mom and Dad?" 

I shook my head. I looked away from him. I didn't want this to be real. 

I had the idea that if I looked away, then turned back, our house would be where it always stood. 
But no. 

Tall grass swayed in the gusting winds all the way up the sloping front. Nothing but tall grass. 


“We — we're on the wrong block," I said, still struggling to catch my breath. “That’s all. The 
wrong block." 


I climbed to my feet and gazed around. *Come on. This is crazy, Peter. We just got mixed up. Check 
the street sign. Our house must be on the next block." 


“No,” Peter replied in a whisper. “Monica, look.” 


He pointed to the tree at the top of the lot. The fat maple tree with the low limbs that he and I like to 
climb. 


I let out a long, unhappy sigh. “Yes. That's our tree,” I murmured. “Yov re right." 


The tree stood at the end of the stone walk that led to the driveway. But now there was no walk. No 
driveway. 


No house. 


My whole body shook. My teeth were chattering. I hugged myself tightly but it didn't help stop the 
shakes. 


I need my parka, I thought. 
What a crazy idea. How could I get my parka if my house was gone? 
“This can't be happening," Peter said. His voice cracked. “How can a whole house disappear?" 


“Dr. Screem,” I murmured. “He said he knew who we were. He said he didn't want us to help that 
crazy woman Bella." 


Peter squinted at me. “Do you really think Screem did this? To show us how tough he can be?" 
I shrugged. It didn't make any sense to me. I just didn't want to believe it. 


“Was Bella telling the truth?" Peter asked. “That whole story about collecting the five masks every 
year to keep them out of Screem's hands?" 


I didn't answer Peter. I was thinking hard. I stared at the neighbors' house, and it gave me an idea. 


I pointed to the Kleins’ house. “It’s still there. Like always," I said. 


There were lights on in the front window and in two upstairs windows. Yellow light washed over 
their front stoop. 


“The Kleins must know what happened to Mom and Dad,” I said. 
Peter took off, running up the middle of their lawn. I raced after him. 
Maybe the Kleins saw something. Maybe they could tell us something that would help us. 


They had always been nice neighbors. They were the ones who marked the baseball diamond in the 
field down the block. 


Mrs. Klein was the girls’ basketball coach at my school. Mr. Klein traveled a lot. He always 
brought new kinds of candy bars home for Peter. 


They were younger than our parents. Their daughter, Phoebe, was only in preschool. 


My hand was shaking so hard, it took three tries to ring their doorbell. Peter leaned over the stoop 
and peered into their front window. “I can't see them,” he said. 


I rang the bell again. I was very eager to talk to them. 
Finally, I heard footsteps inside and murmured voices. 


The door swung open, and more yellow light spread over the stoop. I blinked a few times — and 
stared at the old couple standing in the doorway. 


He was bald and red faced, and his thick square eyeglasses made his dark eyes bulge like frog 
eyes. 


She had short white hair and a round chubby face. She wore a long flowered dress and leaned on a 
brown cane. 


They both eyed us up and down. “Yes? Can we help you?” the woman said finally. 

*Wh-where are the Kleins?” I blurted out. 

They glanced at each other. He blinked his big froggy eyes. “The Kleins?” 

“This is their house,” Peter said. 

They both shook their heads. “No. You must have the wrong place. We don’t know the Kleins.” 


“But that’s impossible!” My voice came out more shrill than I'd planned. But I couldn't keep my 
panic down. “You have to know the Kleins. They’ ve lived here for years.” 


“Must be some kind of Halloween prank,” the woman muttered to her husband. 


He started to shut the door. “Sorry. You have the wrong house,” he said. “Are you sure you’re on 
the right street?” 


*Y-yes," I stammered. My heart pounded so hard, I could barely breathe. ““We’re on the right street. 
That was our house next door.” I pointed to where our house had stood. 


“You know the house next door?" Peter asked. “That was our house. But all of a sudden —" 
The old man's face turned cold. “Sorry, kids. I don't really get the joke,” he said. 


Leaning on her cane, his wife stepped up to the door. "There's never been a house next door," she 
said. “It’s always been an empty lot." 
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The horror had begun. Just as the old book predicted. 


Finding yourself written about in a yellowed old book was scary enough. But finding yourself with 
nowhere to live ... with your parents missing and your house vanished ... 


It was almost too horrifying to bear. 


Our whole world had turned upside down. I wanted to push a REWIND button and go back to that 
afternoon, back to when our lives were normal. 


Would we ever see our parents again? 


Peter shivered in his karate uniform. His trick-or-treat bag stood in the grass beside him. He had 
both hands shoved deep into his pockets. 


I could see he was trying hard not to cry. 


Peter never even cried when he was a baby. He was always tough and fearless. Once, he jumped 
into a friend's swimming pool, and he didn't even know how to swim. 


He just wasn't afraid of anything. He splashed around until he started to float. Mom and Dad didn't 
have to fish him out. I think he was three at the time. 


Knowing that, it felt even worse to see him so frightened and upset. 

“We have no choice," Peter said. 

I turned to him. “You mean we have to go back to Bella's house?” 

He nodded. “It might be the only way to get our house back.” 

So we hurried through the dark, empty streets. I saw lights on in a few houses. But many were dark. 


Two cats followed us for a while. They yowled at us as we trotted down the middle of the street. 
Maybe they were warning us to turn back. My brain was filled with crazy thoughts like that. 


The cats lost interest after a block or two and ran behind a house. 


As we made our way past the tall hedges in front, we could see all the lights on in Bella's house. 
The front door was open. She stood in a pool of gray light, as if she was expecting us. 


We ran up to her, both panting hard. “Our house ..." I choked out. “Our house is gone.” 
“Can you help us?" Peter asked. 
She waved us inside and shut the door. We followed her into the front room. 


The fire crackled loudly in the fireplace. The flames danced high, sending flickering shadows over 
the room. 


She handed us two glass cups of yellow liquid. “This will warm you up,” she said. 
I eyed the cup suspiciously. “What is it?" 


She frowned at me. “It’s hot apple cider,” she said. “If you want me to help you, you have to learn 
to trust me, Monica." 


I took a sip. It was sweet and hot and felt good on my dry throat. I took another sip. 
“How can we trust you?" I blurted out. “Our house is gone. And our parents. Everything. Gone." 


Bella shut her eyes. “It was Screem,” she said. She opened them and gazed hard at Peter and me. “I 
warned you." 


*Screem made our house disappear?" Peter asked. 


“He wasn't lying — for once," she said. *He does know who you are. And he wanted to show you 
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“Show us what?” Peter interrupted. 


“Show you how powerful he is,” Bella said. “Do you see the evil power he has with those masks? 
He can change reality. Make houses disappear. Make people disappear — forever.” 


I gasped. A wave of fear swept over me. “Make them disappear forever?” I asked. 
Bella nodded. “Forever,” she said. 

“But ... h-how can we bring our parents back?” I stammered. 

Bella frowned again. Her dark eyes went dull. 


“You can’t,” she said in a whisper. 


11 


“Huh?” I uttered a gasp. I felt my heart skip a beat. 


“What do you mean we can’t?” Peter cried. “We have to do something. We have to bring them 
back!” 


“You can’t bring your parents back because you won’t help me,” Bella said. “If you change your 
minds and go on the hunt for the five masks ..." 


I started to breathe again. “If we go on the hunt ..." 
“Tf you recapture all five masks," Bella said, “Screem will lose their evil magic for another year.” 
“And our house will come back? And our parents?" Peter demanded. 


"It's the only way," she said. She brushed her straight black hair back over her shoulder. Her red 
fingernails glowed in the firelight. 


"Here. This will help." She disappeared into the library. 
Peter and I gazed at each other but didn't speak. I could tell he was thinking the same thing I was. 


The hunt for the masks was crazy. But we had to do it. We had to defeat Screem and get our parents 
back! Screem's evil magic was real. It wasn't some kind of Halloween joke. 


If we wanted to get our lives back to normal, we had to go after him. We had to collect the masks 
and keep them from him till Halloween was over. 

Bella came back into the room. Her long dress trailed behind her. She held a narrow sheet of paper 
in one hand. 

“Here.” She pushed it into my hand. “This is a list for you. A list of the five masks." 

I raised the paper and read the list out loud: “Ugly insect; mummy; Himalayan snow wolf; human 
skull; alien pig creature." 

“But where do we find them?" Peter asked. “Where do we start?" 
“Yes, this is crazy!” I said. “Screem could hide the masks anywhere. Where do we begin? We 
don't have a clue where to search." 


She narrowed her eyes at me. *You'll find them, Monica. In fact, sometimes they will find you. 
Keeping them will be harder than finding them. Screem is very tricky. Will you be able to bring them 
back to me? That's the question." 


I didn't really understand what she meant. But I was too jumpy to stand there and talk about it 
anymore. I wanted to get moving. 


Mainly, I wanted to get this night over. I knew there were horrors ahead. But maybe ... maybe Peter 
and I could find the five masks and bring back Mom and Dad. 


I glanced down. Without realizing it, I had my fingers crossed on both hands. 
I didn't have any pockets. So I handed the list of masks to Peter. He tucked it into his pocket. 


"Let's go,” I said. I started for the door. He followed close behind. 
“Wait.” Bella hurried after us. “Final instructions." 
We turned at the front door. 


“You have until dawn,” she said. “You must bring the five masks back here, back to me. If you grab 
one, Screem will try his best to take it away from you." 


“How — how can we stop him?" I stuttered. 


“Wear the masks you capture,” Bella answered. “If you wear a mask, he cannot take it away. Slide 
one over another. When you are wearing them all, Screem will be powerless." 


Powerless. 
Was she telling the truth? I hoped so. 


I grabbed the doorknob and pulled open the front door. A blast of cold wind pushed against Peter 
and me. 


I ducked my head against the wind and stepped outside. 
But Bella’s shout made me stop. “Oh, yes,” she called. “One thing I forgot to tell you ..." 
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Bella stepped into the doorway. The wind made her long dress swirl around her. She appeared to 
fade in the gray light. 


“Remember this warning," she said. “Screem has many powers. But his most impressive power is 
his ability to lie." 

The swirling wind made it hard to hear her. “Did you say /ie?" I shouted. 

She nodded. *Screem is the best liar on earth. He's so good, it’s almost impossible not to believe 
him." 

She pointed her finger at us. “Do not forget this," she said. “Whatever you do, do not believe what 
he tells you. Do not fall for his lies." 


The door closed with a hard thud. Peter and I stood in the sudden darkness. I felt as if Pd been 
swallowed by the night. 


I gasped as the blowing winds suddenly stopped. The silence startled me. Here we were, my 
brother and I. Alone on this dark, cold Halloween night. 


Really alone. More alone than we'd ever been. 

And about to do battle with a powerful, evil, lying wizard. 

Peter pulled the list of masks from his pocket. It trembled in his hand. 

"Where do we go?" he asked, staring into the darkness. “Where do we start?" 
I shook my head. I didn't have a clue. I couldn't even begin to think straight. 


Peter and I began to jog down the long driveway. At the street, the hedges rose up like dark ocean 
waves frozen in place. 


A tall streetlamp cast a triangle of dim light over the hedges. 


“Peter — look.” I grabbed his shoulder and stopped him. I pointed to the bottom of the hedge. “See 
that?" 


He squinted hard. “Yes,” he answered in a whisper. “Something is tucked in the hedge." 
My heart started to pound. “Is it a mask? Is it possible?" 

We carefully made our way down the driveway to the hedge. 

I dropped to my knees and lowered my head nearly to the ground. Yes. It was a mask. 
“The insect mask,” Peter whispered. 


In the light from above, it looked olive green. It was shaped like a long face, kind of like a 
grasshopper’s. I saw wiry antennae on top of the smooth green head. Tiny black eyes. The mouth hung 
open, revealing a stringy black forked tongue. 


“Wow, that’s ugly,” Peter said. 
I reached out with a trembling hand and touched it. I ran my hand along the top of the head. “I think 


it’s rubber,” I whispered. “But ... it feels ... warm." 

"Screem tried to hide it in the hedge," Peter said. “But he didn’t hide all of them. This hunt isn't so 
tough.” 

I stared at it. Just the sight of the ugly mask sent chill after chill down my back. 

“Go ahead. Pick it up,” Peter said. 


I reached down again — then stopped. “Peter,” I whispered, “did he deliberately leave it showing? 
Is it a trap?” 


Peter gazed up and down the street. “I don’t see anyone, Monica. Grab the mask. Quick. Put it on 
before Screem comes back for it.” 


I bent down and reached for the mask. The insect’s buggy little eyes gazed up at me. The antennae 
quivered in a gust of wind. 


I picked it up in two hands. I started to pull the mask to my face. 
But I stopped with a sharp cry. 
“Peter — it ... it moved!” I gasped. “I felt it move! It's ... ALIVE!” 


“No way!” Peter exclaimed. 
I stretched out the opening and gazed inside the mask. 
“Oh, gross!” I cried. “Oh, sick!” 
I dropped the mask to the grass. 
“What is it? What's wrong?" Peter asked. 
“The mask ... it's filled with bugs!” I choked out. 


“Huh?” He took the mask in his hands and gazed inside the opening. “Oh, wow. It’s totally 
infested!” 


The mask was crawling with fat insects. They scrabbled all over the smooth inside of the mask. 
They rolled and climbed over each other. 


Peter handed the mask back to me. “Monica, you have to put it on," he said. “Before Screem comes 
back for 1t." 


“But — but —" I sputtered again. “I can t, Peter. All those disgusting bugs. There are hundreds of 
them. How can I put it over my face?" 


“You have to!” Peter cried. “You have to do it, Monica. You heard what Bella said. You have to 
wear the masks so Screem won't take them back." 


I gazed into the mask and felt sick. The bugs were fat and brown and slimy wet. 
“We’ll take turns," Peter said. “T I1 put on the next one." 
He pushed the mask to my face. “Go ahead. We want to see Mom and Dad again — don't we?" 


I stood frozen there, the mask in my hands. A bug crawled out of the mask and walked over my 
hand. My skin prickled. I wanted to scream. 


My stomach was doing flip-flops. I shook the bug off my hand. It was sticky. I could still feel it on 
my skin. 


“Do it, Monica," Peter urged. “Go ahead. Put it on." 

I couldn't. No way. 

“Do it, Monica," Peter repeated. “Hurry.” 

My stomach heaved. My throat tightened. I felt like I was about to puke. 

I took a deep breath. I shut my eyes. 

And I jammed the mask down over my head. 

I didn't move. 

I didn't open my eyes. 

The mask fell loosely over my face. I could feel the tiny insect legs poking at my cheeks. The bugs 


scrabbled down my cheeks ... down my neck. 
I could feel them on my chin. Feel them trying to squeeze into my mouth. 
I couldn't stand it. 
I wanted to jump out of my skin. 
"Peter — help me!” I shrieked. They're BITING me! Ohhh ... help. They're BITING my face!" 


The pain ended suddenly. 


I stopped screaming. A hush fell over me. The only sounds I heard were the pounding of my heart 
and my wheezing, panting breath. 


I opened my eyes. The night was a blur of purple and black. 


"Peter?" My voice was muffled by the heavy rubber mask. But at least the bugs were gone. 
Vanished. “Peter?” 


I squinted out through the eyeholes of the insect mask. “Peter!” 


Where were we? We weren’t standing in front of the tall hedge. We appeared to be in a thick 
woods. 


My eyes finally focused on Peter. To my surprise, he didn’t turn to me. He was staring wide-eyed, 
straight ahead. 


I turned to follow his gaze — and cried out in shock. 
“Peter — what are those things?” 


“Big insects,” he answered. His whole body shook, but he didn’t move his eyes. “They’re ... like 
giant praying mantises, Monica. A dozen of them. I — I don’t believe it!” 


"They're taller than we are!” I cried. 


The smooth green insects were at least eight feet tall. They had long, slender heads with bulging 
black eyes as big as teacups on each side. Their antennae swayed in the wind, making a scup scup 
scup sound as they bumped each other. 


They stood erect on their back legs. I saw giant wings draped behind their backs like silvery capes. 


Their mouths moved up and down rapidly. It took me a while to realize they were chewing. 
Chewing ... chewing ... Their teeth made a grinding sound that made my ears ache. 


“Tt — it’s like a horror movie,” Peter murmured, moving closer to me. “How did this happen?” 
“The mask,” I said in a whisper. “It must be the evil magic of the mask." 
We watched them, listening to their grinding teeth as they kept chewing ... chewing ... 


And suddenly they were moving forward. Coming at us quickly, antennae whipping the air as they 
stepped over the tall grass on their broomstick legs. 


Grinding ... grinding ... grinding ... 
Their huge black eyes glowed as they lowered their flat heads. 
"Peter — run!” I gave hima shove and lurched to the side. 


“Oh, noooo." I let out a moan. Nowhere to run. The big insects surrounded us. They formed a tight 
circle, trapping us. 


They raised wiry front legs. They rubbed them together in front of their flat chests as they stepped 


closer. 
^Wh-what are they going to do?" Peter stammered. “Eat us?" 
“The mask," I muttered. “The insect mask is doing this.” 
I knew what I had to do. I had to pull the evil mask off. 
I grabbed the sides and tugged. 
No. 
It didn't budge. 
I grabbed it by the top. But the rubber was too slippery. I couldn't grasp it tightly enough. 
Chewing ... grinding ... the insects stepped closer. Their antennae waved rapidly over their heads. 
Frantic, I grabbed the bottom of the mask. I tried to pull it apart so I could free myself from it. 
No. No way. 
“Peter — help me!” I cried. 
Too late. 
A giant mantis lowered itself — and bumped its head against the side of my head. 


“Owww!” I cried out as pain rocketed down my head, down my body. It felt as if P d been slammed 
by a wooden board. 


It battered me again. Slammed its long, heavy head into mine. 

Stunned, I felt my knees fold. Pain shot through my head and down my whole body. 

And before I could move, it lifted me. Lifted me in its short, sticky front legs. 

Lifted me off the ground. And pulled me up ... up ... toward its enormous grinding teeth. 


“No! No! NO!” 
The screams tore from my throat until I couldn’t yell anymore. 


I could see gobs of yellow drool on the insect’s pointed teeth. The jaw moved back and forth above 
my head. 


It pulled me closer to its grinding teeth. Its head loomed like a gigantic parade balloon. 
I thrashed my hands. I kicked my feet. 

But the slender front legs gripped me tightly. And raised me higher. 

“NOOOOOOO!”’ Another scream ripped from my mouth and made my throat ache. 

The mantis’s jaws opened wide. 

I tried to squirm. I tried to kick the front of its trunk. 

But it held me helpless. And then ... 


To my surprise, it didn’t shove me into its grinding mouth. Instead, it turned. And carried me away 
from the circle of giant insects. 


I saw Peter being carried by another insect. The big bug had my brother cradled under one bent leg, 
pressed against its smooth body. 


Peter screamed in protest. But the insect gripped him tightly. He couldn’t move. 


The two insects carried us side by side. They walked stiffly, their bodies bobbing on their thin 
legs. 


They both stopped suddenly. I glanced down. I saw a line of leafy shrubs. 
The insect holding me leaned forward and began to lower me onto a shrub. 
I let out a sigh of relief. Did this mean it wasn’t going to eat me? 


The spindly legs lowered me onto my back. I gazed down. The bush was only a few feet tall. 
Maybe I could drop to my feet and run. 


I took a deep breath. I started to move. Slowly, I lowered myself ... 
"YOWWWWWY 


I wailed in pain as the insect jabbed its pointed pincer into my chest. It leaned over me, bringing its 
head down close to my face. It chomped its jaws. 


It kept me pinned down with the sharp pincer pressed against the front of my gymnastics T-shirt. I 
was trapped on top of the bush. I couldn't move. 


"Peter — are you okay?" I called. “Peter?” 


I heard him shout from somewhere nearby. I struggled to turn. But the big mantis had me pinned too 
tightly to the bush. 


I gazed down toward my feet and saw something that filled me with horror. 
“No! Oh, please — NO!” I screamed. 
The insect was using its other pincer to pull thread from its belly. 


Working quickly, it pulled a long line of sticky white thread from its body. And to my horror, it was 
wrapping the thread around my legs. 


Like a spider’s webbing. The thread slid out silently, an endless line of it. 

The insect worked feverishly, wrapping my knees together tightly now. 

“Peter?” I called. 

Again, Peter uttered a cry. But he was too far away. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. 

The insect worked faster. Circling my waist now. Pulling more sticky white string from its belly. 
Tightening it. 

I tried to kick and break through the string, but it was too strong. 

The insect held me in place with its sharp pincer and kept spinning the thread, tighter and tighter. 

The giant mantis was wrapping me inside a thick cocoon. 

“No! Please!” My cries came out shrill and hoarse. 

I swung my arms, but I couldn’t reach the big insect. I tried to twist my body. Twist myself free. 


But the ugly bug had me pinned down. And now it was wrapping its thread around my neck. Round 
and around. 


Working so fast. Spinning. Wrapping me like a caterpillar in a cocoon. 


The thread whipped around my neck. And now the insect was starting on the mask that covered my 
face. It was going to wrap the mask tight to my face in the thick webbing. 


The thread swung tightly around the bottom of the mask. In a few seconds, my mouth would be 
covered. 


One last scream. 


“Peter!” I cried. “Peter — are you here? DO something!” 
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I heard Peter scream my name. Then his face appeared above mine. 
His eyes were wide with fear. His mouth hung open. He was breathing hard. 
*[ — I broke free," he stammered. 
“Do something," I pleaded. “Hurry. I won't be able to breathe inside this cocoon.” 
Several giant insects lumbered up behind him. 
The giant mantis 1gnored Peter and continued to pull the white webbing around me. 


Suddenly, Peter swung away from me. At first, I thought he planned to fight the insects with karate 
chops and kicks. 


But no. He ducked between two big mantises. I saw him dive to the ground. 

A second later, he stood up. He raised one hand high. “Monica — look!” 

He swung his trick-or-treat bag in the air. 

“Hey, look!” he shouted to the huge insects. “Check this out!" 

He raised the shopping bag high over his head. Then he dumped all the candy onto the ground. 


“Go get it!” Peter cried. He motioned to the candy. “Candy! Mmmm good! It's for you! Go get it! 
Yummm"" 


The insects stood stiffly in a line. Their shiny black eyes appeared to spin. Their mouths moved up 
and down. 


Suddenly, their wings fluttered behind their backs. And they made a high-pitched eeh eeh eeh 
sound. All of them at once. It sounded like a saw cutting through wood. 


Their papery wings rose on their backs as they bent their long bodies. They dove for the candy. 
They grabbed the candy in their jaws. 


The eeh eeh eeh sound was drowned out by the chomping and grinding as they devoured Peter's 
trick-or-treat candy. 


The big mantis holding me prisoner suddenly froze. The white thread fell slack as the insect 
stopped spinning its cocoon. 


It turned away from me and dove to the ground. Its wings fluttered behind it as it snatched a candy 
bar in its jaws. 


"Peter — hurry," I choked out. 


He ducked around the insects and stumbled up to me. He grabbed at the tightly wrapped cocoon 
and began to tear at it with both hands. 


“Hurry,” I whispered. 
“I — I’m doing my best!” he cried. “It’s so sticky and disgusting.” 


He ripped a section of cocoon off my waist. Then he frantically pulled at the webbing covering my 


legs. 
As he ripped and tore and raked at the thick threads, he kept glancing back at the big insects. 
Wings fluttered. The night air rang out with the clatter of grinding teeth. 


Peter ripped a section of webbing off my legs. He tried to toss it to the ground. But it stuck wetly to 
his hand. 


I kicked my leg free. I swung around and kicked the other leg out of the cocoon. 

My legs tingled and felt numb. I kicked them in the air a few more times, trying to get the blood 
flowing. 

Peter grabbed at the webbing over my hands. 

“No,” I said. “No time." 


I twisted my body and slid down the side of the shrub to the ground. “Let’s go,” I whispered. 
“Run!” 


Peter took off, running along the row of shrubs, away from the insects. 


I stumbled after him. My legs were both still asleep. I couldn’t really feel them. And my hands 
were tied tightly in front of me. 


I couldn’t get my balance. But I knew we had to run. 
The candy wouldn’t last forever. And then ... 


“Oh, nooo!” Peter cried, gazing back. “They see us! They're coming!” 
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Peter and I turned and ran along a line of tall bushes. I kept losing my balance and stumbling over the 
leafy ground. 


I heard the thud of footsteps. Glancing back, I could see the tall insects leaping after us on their 
hind legs. Their wings were spread high above their backs. Their antennae fluttered and swayed 
wildly. 

Eeh eeh eeh! 

The shrill sound became their battle cry. 

They were too tall. Too fast. No way could Peter and I outrun them. 


“They — they're going to catch us," I choked out, running close behind my brother. "They're going 
to wrap us both in cocoons." 


“No!” Peter shouted. He turned without warning and threw himself into a bush. 
In seconds, he disappeared. Pushed his way to the other side. 


I glanced back. The giant insects came running toward me. They reached out their spindly front 
legs, ready to grab me. 


I knew I had only seconds to act. 
I turned to the bush. So thick. I couldn't find an opening. 
The thread over my hands was unraveling. I tugged at it. It was amazingly strong. 


I had a crazy idea. Frantically, I pulled off a length of the thread. With a desperate heave, I tossed 
one end to the top of the bush. 


I got lucky. It caught. 


As the insects closed in, I took a running leap at the bush. And gripping the thread in both hands, I 
swung myself out of their grasp. I landed on the top of the bush — and dropped to the other side 
beside my brother. 


Peter jumped back, startled. 


We both stood there, hiding behind the solid row of bushes. Inside the insect mask, my face was 
drenched in sweat. My whole body tingled. Patches of sticky webbing clung to my arms and chest. 


Would the ugly mantises come leaping through the bushes? 

If they did, they would capture us. Peter and I were too winded to run anymore. 
I listened hard. Listened for their tapping footsteps, their eeh eeh eeh chirp. 
But no. Silence. 

I stared through the eyeholes of the mask. I felt cold all over. Pure, cold dread. 
But still ... silence. 


I turned — and gasped. I blinked several times, trying to focus my eyes. 


Then I grabbed Peter by the shoulder and spun him around. “Look,” I said. “Peter — where are 
we? The trees are gone. We're not in the woods. Where has everything gone?" 


“Tt — it’s so dark,” Peter murmured. “So totally dark.” 

We were standing nowhere. 

I mean, there were no trees. No houses. No moon in the sky. 

No sky. 

I couldn’t see the ground we were standing on. 

I spun around. The long row of bushes was gone. Just the inky darkness everywhere. 
My ears rang from the silence. A deep hush all around. 

“Peter,” I whispered, “I don’t ... like ... this.” 
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My body shook. Inside the mask, my teeth began to chatter. 


And then the blackness was dotted with grays. I saw mysterious shapes float in front of me. The 
wind returned, and I heard the crackling swirl of dead autumn leaves. 


I heard the rumble of a car. And a low hoot hoot. An owl? 

Yes. Trees formed out of the darkness. A street. A street I recognized. 

A tall, smooth hedge with a house behind it. And I knew the house. 

Bella's house. 

"We're back,” I said. I let out a long sigh of relief. 

Peter danced up and down. **We're back! We're back!" He slapped my shoulder. “That was fun!” 


“Huh?” I jumped away from him. “Are you crazy? Do you want to be a caterpillar inside a 
cocoon? Or eaten by a giant praying mantis?" 


“But we're okay!” he cried. “We made it!” 


"We're not finished," I reminded him. “We have four more masks to go — remember? And if we 
don't get them by dawn, we may never see Mom and Dad again." 


That took the smile off his face. “Okay. What's the next mask?" he asked. 


I turned to Bella's house. The curtains were drawn in the front window. The front light was out. 
The house was dark. 


“T don’t believe it,” I said. *Did she leave?" 
"Forget about her. Let's look for the mummy mask,” Peter said. “Bet I know where it is.” 
He turned and started trotting along the sidewalk. I hurried after him. “Peter, where are you going?" 


“The History Museum,” he said. “My class had a field trip there last week. They've got a bunch of 
mummies on display." 

I leaned into the gusting wind. “What makes you think the mask will be there?" 

“The insect mask was down on the ground with the insects,” Peter replied. “I think the masks will 
tell us where they are hidden. Can you think of a better place for a mummy mask?" 

Maybe he was right. We'd soon find out. 

The History Museum stood next to the Public Library four or five blocks from our school. They 
were on a wide street with tall old trees leaning over both sides. 

A small grassy park, called Museum Park, stretched across from the museum. Peter and I followed 
a pool of moonlight across the grass to the museum. 


It was a big old-fashioned-looking white stone building with a hundred concrete steps leading up to 
the entrance. Tall pillars stood on either side of the double doorway. The roof had a white dome over 
the top. 


Lights were on in the museum, but I didn't see anyone around. Two cars came down the street and 
turned onto Museum Drive. 


“No way can we get in through the front," I said. “The doors will be locked tight. And they 
probably have guards there.” 


“Last week, my class went in through the back,” Peter said. “There are a lot of little doors and 
windows back there. Maybe we can find a place to sneak in." 


We made our way around the side wall. I saw lights on in the tall windows above our heads. But I 
couldn't see inside. 


A black door in a narrow alcove had a sign that read: SERVICE ENTRANCE. The door was locked and 
chained. 


We kept walking. Keeping in the deep shadow of the building, we passed a row of windows with 
bars over them. Two more doors had chains and padlocks. 


I shivered. “This isn’t looking good, Peter," I murmured. “What makes you think the mummy mask 
is in here anyway?” 

Before he could answer, I heard a sound. The crackle of dry leaves. Then the scrape and thud of 
footsteps. 

Startled, I jumped. Then I spun around — and gasped. 

We were surrounded by mummies. A dozen ragged, decayed mummies. 

They came staggering toward us, lumbering silently, arms raised stiffly in front of them. 


Backing against the museum wall, I opened my mouth in a shrill scream. 
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One of the mummies laughed. Then several more started to giggle. 
Two of them raised their covered hands and bumped knuckles. 


"They're ... kids!” Peter exclaimed. He stood beside me with his back pressed against the cold 
stone of the museum wall. 


Yes. Kids in mummy costumes. Now they were staggering and dancing and skipping toward 
Museum Drive. 


Car doors opened. Parents stepped out to greet them. 


A tall woman with a red scarf wrapped around her hair came running up to Peter and me. Her 
jacket flapped behind her as she ran. 


“Is MummyFest over?" she asked breathlessly. “Have they let all the kids out?" 


I remembered MummyFest. It was the museum's annual Halloween party. A hundred kids all 
wrapped up in mummy costumes. 


“I think they're letting the kids out now,” I said. I turned and saw another group of mummies come 
dancing out a back door. 


The woman let out a relieved sigh. “I thought I was late." 


Peter and I followed her to the door. Two kids came running up to her. One of them left a trail of 
bandages behind her and complained about her bad wrapping job. 


When the door opened again to let out more kids, I pulled Peter inside. 


I blinked several times as my eyes adjusted to the bright light. We were standing in a big chamber 
with black and orange streamers stretched across the ceiling. 


On a tall pedestal, an enormous jack-o’-lantern glowed with orange and yellow flames inside. Two 
six-foot-tall mummy statues stood guarding the jack-o’-lantern. 


Peter and I gazed around. The room was emptying out fast. 

“Which way is the Ancient Egypt section?” I asked. 

Peter scrunched up his face. “I think it’s back that way.” He pointed. 

“Let’s go,” I said. 

But before we could move, a man in a stained yellow mummy costume stepped in front of us. His 
blue eyes stared out at us from inside the mummy head. 


He had a tall black top hat tilting on top of his head. A round button on the hat read: TAKE ME TO MY 
MUMMY. 


“Can I help you?” he asked. “Are you picking up someone?" 
I nodded. “Yes. Our little sister. Franny. Have you seen her? Has she come out?” 


He squinted at me. Did he believe me? 


“There are still some kids in the cafeteria," he said. “Why don't you try there?” He pointed to an 
open archway against the back wall. 


“Hey, thanks," I said. I gave Peter's arm a tug, and we began to jog toward the archway. 

“I Jove your bug mask,” the man shouted after me. 

I shouted thanks but didn't turn back. 

Peter and I trotted straight ahead. I called, “Franny! Franny!” until we were out of the man's sight. 
“That was easier than I thought,” Peter said. 

"We're not there yet," I told him. 

We hurried down a long, brightly lit hall. Up ahead, I could hear kids’ voices and people laughing. 


We passed glass cases in the wall displaying blue and orange vases. Some of the vases were 
cracked and chipped. They looked very old. 


The cafeteria came into view. I saw only a few kids in there. They were sitting on the floor, talking 
and eating candy bars. 


Some white-uniformed workers had started to clean up. They were sweeping the floor and picking 
up candy wrappers and other trash. 


Peter and I didn't stop at the cafeteria. We turned a corner and kept going. 
An arrow sign read: EGYPTIAN GALLERIES. 
“The mummy rooms are right up there," Peter said. 


We started to jog faster. The lights in this hallway were dimmer. Long shadows swept over the 
floor. 


I could see the entrance to the Egyptian Galleries up ahead. 


We were only a few feet away — when a deep, angry voice boomed out: “Stop right there! Where 
do you think you’re going?” 


Caught. 
I spun around. I saw a dark-uniformed guard trotting toward us. 
I started to say something. 
But he turned. Two kids in mummy costumes stepped out from an alcove. 
"Where do you think you're going?" the guard repeated. 
“We couldn't find the front door," one of the kids told him. 


He took the kid's hand. *Follow me. You're going the wrong way." He led them back toward the 
cafeteria. 


Peter and I were pressed against the wall. I realized I was holding my breath. I let it out in a long 
stream. 


“I — I thought he caught us," I said. 
“Me, too," Peter muttered. “That was close.” 


We turned and ducked into the door marked EGYPTIAN GALLERIES. The lights in the big room were 
dimmed. The air felt hot and damp. 


We stayed against the wall. I gazed all around, searching for any guards. The room was empty. 


I counted four mummy cases, one in each corner of the room. A model of a pyramid stood in the 
center. One wall was covered with photos of the pyramids. Display cases on the other walls showed 
jewelry and other objects from ancient Egypt. 


Peter and I circled the room. My eyes squinted in the dim light. 


I examined the display cases. I walked around the model pyramid and all around each mummy 
case. 


“I don't see a mummy mask," I whispered. “Maybe Screem didn't hide it here. Maybe we should 
leave before we're caught." 


I started for the door, but Peter stepped in front of me. 
“The mummy cases," he said. “We have to look inside them.” 


“But —” I started to protest. The ancient cases were of carved heavy stone. The lids would be 
impossible to lift. 


"Screem hid the mask inside one of them,” Peter said. “I know it. I just know it.” 

I groaned. Peter is so stubborn. “But how do we look inside? How can we lift the heavy lids?” 
I heard a noise outside the room. I ducked behind a mummy case. 

Footsteps. Peering around the side, I saw two guards walk past the gallery. 


My heart thudded in my chest. Breaking into the museum had to be a serious crime. If we were 


caught ... 


If we were caught, no one would believe we were searching the mummy cases for a mummy mask. 
We would be in major trouble. 


But we were already in major trouble, I decided. 
What could be bigger trouble than having your house and parents disappear? 


I stood up and turned to the mummy case. I moved to the center of the case and grabbed the lid with 
both hands. 


The lid felt surprisingly cool. It had a pharaoh's head carved at one end. The eyes were blank. Part 
of the pharaoh's headdress was broken off. 


I started to push up on the lid, but I hesitated. 


A lot of people are really into mummies. The four mummies are the most popular things in the 
museum. 


I'm not a big mummy person. I mean, they are dead people, after all. Dead people who have been 
rotting and decaying inside tar and bandages for a few thousand years. 


Okay, Monica, you can do this, I told myself. 

I gripped the edge of the heavy stone lid, braced myself, steadied my legs — 
— and pushed the lid up with a groan. 

To my surprise, it slid up easily. 

The lid swung out of my hand and started to slide off the other side of the case. 
“Nooo!” I let out a cry. I couldn't let it crash to the floor. 

I jumped and made a wild grab for it with both hands. 

Missed. 


And went sailing headfirst, down into the mummy case. 
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“Ooof.” I landed flat on my stomach on top of the mummy. I bounced once — and my face sank into 
the hard, smelly wrappings of the mummy’s chest. 


I raised my head and let out a groan. 
The mummy wrappings were dry and scratchy. My cheeks itched. 


I gagged as the putrid stench from the ancient corpse rose to my nostrils. I struggled to keep my 
dinner down. Wave after wave of the sour odor swept over me. 


I was sprawled flat on top of the mummy. It felt hard as bones beneath me. It was tiny, like a child. 
Its wrapped head was no bigger than a lightbulb. 


The ancient gauze over the mummy's head dipped where the eyes had been. Dried tar stained the 
wrappings around the neck. 


The odor sickened me. I tried to close my nose and breathe out of my mouth. 

Carefully, I struggled onto my side. The mummy moved beneath me. 

Gross. 

I gazed up. The lid had slid only halfway off the top of the case. Dim light poured over me from the 
ceiling. 

I worked myself to a sitting position. Then I grabbed the edge of the lid. My idea was to hold on to 
the lid and pull myself out. 

But as I tugged, I heard a grinding sound. Stone against stone. 

It took me only a second to realize the heavy lid was falling ... falling into the mummy case. 

I'm going to be CRUSHED. 


I swung away from the falling lid. Grabbed the side of the case with both hands. And flipped 
myself out. 


I fell free of the case — just as the lid crashed down inside it. 

The roar rocked the room. 

I rolled away from the case. Stopped in front of the pyramid model. 

Then I lay there on the floor for a long moment, catching my breath. 

The sour, putrid odor of the mummy lingered on my clothes. It clung to the inside of the insect mask. 


I grabbed at the mask. I wanted to pull it off. I wanted Halloween to be over. To be out of this 
museum where we didn't belong. To be home safe in my house with my parents. 


My parents. 
That thought made me remember why I couldn't remove the mask. 


I stood up and brushed the thick dust off the front of my clothing. Then I gazed around the room. 


"Peter?" I called. 

My eyes swept the room, from mummy case to mummy case. 

"Peter? Where are you?" 

No answer. 

I had a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

"Peter? Come on. You're not funny. We have to get out of here. Peter? Where are you?" 
My voice grew higher and more shrill with every word. 

"Peter? Please?" I cried. “Peter?” 


He had disappeared. 


I couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. 
I heard voices outside the gallery. 


I ducked behind the pyramid and listened. I peered around the side and saw the same two dark- 
uniformed guards walk past the doorway. They were shaking their heads and laughing about 
something. 


“Peter?” I called out in a tiny voice. 
A second later, I heard his cry. “Got it!” 


I let out a shout when his head popped up from one of the mummy cases. He raised a hand high. He 
waved the mummy mask in the air. 


“Help me.” He stuck his hand out the side. I grabbed it and helped tug him to the floor. 


He raised the mask in one hand. I squeezed it. It felt like rubber. The eyes were sunken. The 
wrappings around it appeared torn and stained. 


“I knew it would be in here," Peter said. He pumped his other fist in the air. 
“You scared me to death,” I said. 

“At least I found the —" 

He stopped. We both heard voices. And footsteps outside the door. 

The two security guards had just passed. Who was coming? 

Was it Screem? 

“Quick, Peter —" I shoved the mask toward his face. “Your turn. Put it on.” 
He held the mask in two hands and raised it to his head. Then he hesitated. 
The footsteps grew louder. Closer. 

"Peter — quick!" I whispered. 


“I... can't," he said. He twisted his face in disgust. “The mask ... it's filled with dust. Mummy 
dust. It — it smells like something dead." 


“I don't care,” I said. I pushed it toward his face again. “Put it on. Hurry, Peter!” 
“Ohhh.” He let out a groan. He stared into the mask. “It’s ... sick," he murmured. 
Then he raised the mask above his head. 


Just as the two security guards burst into the room. 
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Their eyes bulged and their mouths opened in alarm when they saw us. 
“Hold it! Stop right there! Don't move!” one of them shouted angrily. 
“How did you kids get back here?" his partner cried. 
They moved toward us quickly, hands out at their sides as if they expected a fight. 
“Uh ... we were at the mummy party," I stammered. “We ... couldn't find the exit, and —" 
Their boots thudded on the marble floor as they strode toward us. 
“You'd better tell the truth," one of them said. “You two are in a world of trouble.” 
“Trespassing on city property is a serious crime,” his partner said. 


I turned to my brother. His face was tight with fear. And then he let out a cry — and jammed the 
mummy mask down over his head. 


A blinding flash of white light made me scream. 


I shut my eyes tight, but the light didn't fade. It grew brighter ... brighter ... until I felt my head was 
about to explode. 


Then ... solid darkness. Blacker than black. 
Slowly, I opened my eyes. The museum room had vanished. I stared up at a cloudy sky. 


It took me a long moment to realize I was stretched out on my back. I was lying on something flat 
and hard. Above me, the sky darkened. The clouds seemed to be coming closer and closer as if they 
were going to smother me. 


"Peter?" My voice came out in a choked whisper. 
I turned to see him close beside me. The mummy mask covered his face. 


He was also on his back. I could see he was lying on some kind of wooden stretcher. ““Where are 
we?" he murmured. “The mask ..." 


“The mask must have taken us here," I said. “Every time we put on a mask, it — it —" 


My words caught in my throat. I realized my hands were strapped down. I couldn't get up from the 
wooden stretcher. 


I couldn't jump down. 


I gazed straight ahead. Peter and I were lying between two rows of white-robed men. The two long 
lines of men seemed to stretch for miles. 


The men were all shaved bald. Their dark heads glowed in the eerie light seeping through the 
clouds. 


They were humming. Humming the same low note endlessly. It sounded more like a roar than 
music. They kept raising and bowing their heads as they hummed. 


I squinted into the distance, where an orange stone building rose toward the sky. A giant sculpture 


ofa cat stood beside the building. I could see a blue-green platform with tall flames rising behind it. 
It’s an altar, I thought. They had one in a mummy movie Peter and I watched once. 


I gazed down from the stretcher. We were on sand. I turned — and saw a familiar shape on the 
horizon. A pyramid? 


“Peter, I think the mummy mask took us to Egypt,” I said. “Ancient Egypt.” 


He tried to sit up. But his hands were strapped down, too. “I don’t like this, Monica. Why are these 
bald dudes humming like that?” 


“I think they're praying," I said. 
“We have to get out of here," Peter said. 
Well, duh. 


Several white-robed bald men surrounded us. They all had deep, dark eyes. Their eyebrows had 
been shaved off. 


Six men grabbed the sides of my stretcher and lifted it off the sand. Their arm muscles rippled. 
They didn't look at us. They stared straight ahead at the huge cat sculpture. 


The drone of voices grew louder. It sounded like a million buzzing bees. 


The men hoisted our stretchers onto their shoulders and began carrying us between the endless 
lines of white-robed Egyptians. 


“Let us down!" I cried. “Can you understand me? Let us down!" I tugged at the straps over my 
wrists. 


They moved slowly, steadily, eyes straight ahead. 
“Let us down!” I screamed again. 


The sky grew even darker. I squinted through the dim light to the fiery altar in front of the wall. 
Two men in tall white hats stood together, waiting for us. Their robes were bright blue. They had huge 
red jewels hanging around their necks. 


“Priests,” I muttered. 


The hum of the deep note rang in my ears. I wanted to cover my ears. To shut out the frightening 
sound. 


Face after face swept by. 

Their eyes followed Peter and me as we bounced past them, strapped to the wooden stretchers. 
I smelled something strong. I took a deep breath. Another. A sharp odor filled my nose. 

It took me a few seconds to recognize it. 

Tar. 


The drone of the deep voices made me want to scream. The faces rolled past, so solemn, the eyes 
so blank. 


The two blue-robed priests stepped forward as Peter and I came near. Their cone-shaped hats 
pointed straight up to the sky. 


The tar smell brought tears to my eyes. 
I turned and spotted something at the side of the altar. 


It was an enormous round cauldron. Like one of those big cooking pots that witches always have, 
only five times as big. 


Inside it, I could see the tar bubbling. Yes. Steaming hot tar. 
Peter and I were being carried to a cauldron of boiling tar. 
“Oh, nooooo.” A moan escaped my throat. My whole body shuddered in terror. 


Because suddenly, every horror movie ... every mummy movie I’d ever seen ... came back to me. 
And I knew why we were being carried through this ancient Egyptian temple. 


We were about to be mummified ... mummified alive. 
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As we came closer, I could hear the fire crackling behind the altar. I saw piles of cloth at one corner 
of the platform. Cloth to cover the tar? Cloth to cover our tarred bodies? 


My panic made everything a blur. The altar ... the two waiting priests ... the jewels around their 
necks ... the rows of humming men ... 


The cauldron made a popping sound. I saw a wave of steaming tar roll across its surface. 
I turned to Peter. Did he realize what was about to happen? 


I couldn't see his face. It was hidden beneath the mummy mask. The evil mummy mask had brought 
us here. Brought us to this horror. 


The humming faded behind us. The crackle of the fire grew louder. 


We moved into the shadow of the tall cat sculpture. Up close, the cat looked like a wild creature. 
More like a tiger than a cat. 


The priests stepped forward. Their robes rustled as they walked. 


Our stretchers came to a sharp stop. The men released the wrist straps. They began to lower Peter 
and me to the sand. 


I struggled to stop my brain from whirring. I needed to think straight. How could we escape this? 
I couldn't think of a thing. 


I watched as two men lifted Peter off his stretcher. They set him on his feet. They held his arms and 
forced him toward the priests. 


Peter squirmed and struggled. He tried to twist out of their grasp. But the men were too strong for 
him. 


“Monica! Help me!" Peter wailed. His eyes were on the cauldron of tar. He knew what was about 
to happen to us. 


“Monica! Don't let them!" he screamed. “Don’t let them!" 
The priests led the way to the cauldron. 


A hush fell over the temple. The long lines of worshippers grew silent. So silent I could hear the 
rush of wind over the desert sands. 


The two men held Peter in place. 
He kicked one of them hard in the ankle. But the man didn't cry out or move or react in any way. 
Peter squirmed and twisted. The men held on tightly. 


The priests stepped up to the boiling tar cauldron. Wisps of steam rose up all around. The sharp 
odor made tears pour down my face. 


The priests held the red jewels in front of them and began swinging them from side to side. They 
began to chant strange words in deep, low tones. 


"Let me go!" Peter screamed. “You can't do this! We don't belong here! We're from America!” 
The priests swung the red jewels and chanted as if Peter wasn't standing there screaming at them. 
Then one of them motioned with both hands toward the cauldron. 

The two men lifted Peter off his feet. 

He kicked furiously and screamed his head off. But he was helpless against them. 

They raised him higher. 

I knew I had to do something. I had only seconds. 

The men raised Peter high over the cauldron. 

Too late, I realized. I let out a long moan of horror. 


Too late. 
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The men held Peter over the bubbling cauldron. His kicking feet were just inches above the tar. 
He twisted and squirmed. He screamed and begged. 
I took a deep shuddering breath. 
Maybe ... Maybe I could do something.... 


I didn’t even plan it. I suddenly sprang forward. I guess after so much gymnastics practice, the 
moves just came naturally to me. 


I flipped onto my hands. Did a handstand on the edge of my stretcher. 

Then I did a forward pike roll — up and over the heads of the men holding me captive. 

I dropped hard onto the sand. Leaned far over and did another forward pike. 

I sailed high — and landed both feet on the nearest priest's chest. 

Startled, he made a choking sound. His mouth dropped open as my kick sent him stumbling back. 
I landed on my feet and watched as he went toppling into the boiling cauldron. 

He splashed onto his back in the hot muck. Tar rolled over the sides of the cauldron. 

Shrieking at the top of his lungs, he smacked his arms against the surface of the tar. 

Cries of panic and shock rang out over the temple. Everyone moved at once. 


The two men holding Peter set him down on the ground. They leaned over the steaming cauldron 
and grabbed wildly at the robe of the screaming priest. 


The other priest dropped to his knees in shock. He shut his eyes and raised his hands to the giant 
cat sculpture. 


White-robed men rushed to help pull the screaming priest from the cauldron. 
I grabbed Peter. “Let’s go.” 


We took off, running hard. 


I led the way toward the front of the temple. Glancing back, I could see the men still struggling over 
the boiling cauldron. 


We ran along the side of the temple to the back. No one followed us. 


We stopped and stared into the distance. Nothing but sand. Behind the temple, the desert seemed to 
stretch on forever. 


Peter put his hands on his knees and struggled to catch his breath. “Wow! Was that a close call!” he 
said. His voice was muffled by the mummy mask. 


He raised a foot. “Look. I have tar stuck to the bottom of my shoe.” 


I shuddered. “I don't want to think about it. What are we going to do now? How are we going to get 
home?" 


The sky darkened. The wind grew colder. The sand shifted and moved like ocean waves. 
A hard gust of wind sent a burst of sand into my eyes. I cried out. It felt sharp, like cut glass. 
The wind howled. Sand seemed to rise up from the ground, wave after wave. 


Peter and I covered our heads. The sand swept over us. Pounded us. It felt as if my skin was 
erupting in a thousand cuts. 


I struggled to breathe. 

Another high wave of sand crashed into me. I toppled into the temple wall. 

I couldn't see. All I could hear was the roar of the wind and the crash of the sand. 

And then ... silence. 

The sandstorm stopped as suddenly as it had started. 

I took one deep breath after another. I brushed sand off my costume with both hands. 

Peter turned to me, dazed. He shook his head, and sand flew out of the mask in all directions. 
"Scary," he muttered. 

I glanced at the temple wall. Whoa. Wait a minute. 

Was that door there before? 


I stared at the door. And a row of windows next to the door. A sign read: SERVICE ENTRANCE. ALL 
DELIVERIES HERE. 


I stepped away from the wall. “Peter — look!” I cried. 
I recognized where we were. 
“Peter,” I said. “We’re at the back of the History Museum.” 


We heard a horn honk. Two cars rolled along Museum Drive. 


We stood there for a long moment, catching our breath. 
"We're back — and we have two masks," Peter said finally. 


I sighed. “It wasn't exactly easy,” I said. “My eyes still sting from that sandstorm. And I can still 
smell the boiling tar.” 


Peter pulled out the list of masks. “We have to keep going,” he said. “It must be getting late.” 
He read the list. “The Himalayan snow wolf mask is next." 


I stared at him. *Himalayan snow wolf? We talked about them in school. They live in the 
Himalayan Mountains." 


* [s that far?" Peter asked. 
I think he was joking. 


“The snow wolves live on snowy mountain peaks," I said. “We don't have any snowy mountain 
peaks. We don't have any mountains in Hillcrest." 


“So ... where would Screem hide a snow wolf mask?" Peter asked. “A wolf preserve?" 
“Our town doesn't have a wolf preserve,” I said. 


Peter banged his head with both fists. “Think. Think,” he urged himself. “Where would Screem 
hide a snow wolf mask?” 


Suddenly, I had an idea. 


“Are we really going to climb this in the dark?" 
Peter didn't sound like his usual crazy, energetic self. He sounded afraid. 
I pointed to the sky. “The moon came out,” I said. “Look. It's lighting the path for us.” 


Peter gazed up the hill. *But the path curves around the hill. Some of it will be totally dark. And 
it's so steep —" 


I patted his shoulder. “This is the only steep hill in town. The only hill that's a little like a 
mountain. And it's even called Wolf Hill!” 


“But we don't know the mask is up there," Peter said. “What if we climb all the way to the top and 
there's no mask?" 


“Then we look somewhere else," I said. 

His whole body sagged. Like a balloon losing its air. 

“Come on, Peter. Step up,” I said. “This isn’t like you. Normally, you'd be dancing up this hill.” 
“But ... this whole thing is impossible,” he whined. 

“Of course it’s impossible,” I said. “But we have to do it.” 


Leaning into the wind, I turned and started up the path. My shoes slid on the gravelly, sandy 
surface. 


I glanced back. Peter was following close behind, kicking small stones out of the way as he 
climbed. 


It’s funny that our town is called Hillcrest. Because it’s very flat. There are only a few big hills in 
the whole city. 

Wolf Hill is the steepest hill in town. It rises up over our small downtown section. Hillcrest ends at 
the hill. On the other side, there is only farmland. 


You can't drive to the top because there's no road. There's only a rocky dirt path that curves around 
and around as it takes you up the hill. 


Hikers like to climb Wolf Hill because of the amazing view of the town down below. Last winter, 
some crazy teenagers tried snowboarding near the top. They nearly sailed off the rocky cliffs. Police 
got there before anyone was hurt. 


The sand gave way to gravel and stone as I pulled myself up the path. The half-moon sent pale light 
in front of me like a spotlight. But the path kept turning away from the light. I struggled not to stumble 
in the long dark patches. 


"Peter, how you doing?" I called back to him. 
He mumbled an answer. He had fallen behind. I stopped to take a breath and let him catch up. 


The wind whistled around the hillside. There were no trees up here. Tall weeds jutted up on both 
sides of the path. They swayed and rustled in the wind. 


Just above us, the path led right out onto a narrow rock cliff. Peter stepped past me and peered 
down the side of the cliff. “Wow. We're up pretty high," he said. 


He stepped out onto the rock. Then he raised his hands in the air and screamed, “I’m falling! Help! 
I’m falling!” 


My heart skipped a beat. I dove forward and grabbed his arm. 

He laughed. “Gotcha.” He backed off the rock. “Just wanted to give you a thrill.” 
I let out a groan. “Peter, you are so not funny." My heart was still pounding. 

That dumb joke made me angry. But in a way I was glad to see the old Peter back. 
I gave him a push. “Keep climbing. We have to get to the very top.” 


His eyes peered out at me from beneath the mummy mask. “Do you really think the snow wolf mask 
is up there?” 


I shrugged. “Who knows? I just think if I was Screem, that’s where I'd hide it." 


I moved past him and, leaning forward, continued to climb. The path curved sharply and grew 
steeper as we followed it up. 


Rocks slid under my shoes and went tumbling over the cliff side. I nearly fell into a shallow rut. I 
twisted my ankle. Stopped for the pain to fade. Then continued up. 


We climbed for another ten minutes or so. 
“Peter?” I turned back to see how he was doing. 
And felt the ground move. 


It took me a second or two to realize my shoes were sliding on loose stones. I lurched back, 
struggling to catch my balance. 


But my feet slid off the path. My legs went out from under me. 
And I dropped over the cliff side. 
And fell, screaming all the way down. 
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My scream cut off as I hit a rock ledge below. I landed on my stomach. 


My hands slapped the stone surface and kept my head from bouncing on the rock. I felt my breath 
rush out in a whoosh. 


I started to choke. Gasping, I struggled to pull air into my lungs. 

I crouched on my hands and knees, finally breathing normally. I shut my eyes to stop the world from 
spinning. 

I heard Peter calling to me from the path above. His head peeked over the cliff edge. I waved to 
him. 

"I'm okay!” I shouted. 


I gazed around. I hadn't fallen very far. I had landed on a wide rock ledge. Smooth stone, white in 
the moonlight. 


Squinting hard, I could see the path at the far end of the ledge. No problem getting back up to Peter. 
I pulled myself to my feet. I took a step away from the cliff edge, toward the path. 

Then I stopped. And stared at the face peering at me from the path. 

At first I thought it was Peter. I thought he had come down to help me. 

Then I saw that it wasn't human. It was an animal. 

It didn't move. It kept its head low, as if ready to attack. 

I gasped when I realized I was staring at an angry snow wolf. 

Whoa. Wait. Not a wolf. 


I squinted hard. It took a few seconds to realize what I was seeing. A dark animal wearing the 
snow wolf mask. 


I lurched forward. Stretched out both hands — and grabbed at the mask. The creature uttered a low 
growl. 


The mask snapped off. I snatched it away and stared in surprise at the snarling animal. 
A dog. 

A giant black dog. Its eyes glowed red. It bared its teeth and snapped at me. 

Gripping the mask in both hands, I jumped back. 

The dog lowered its head again and growled. Its red eyes glared up at me angrily. 

I took another step back. 


The dog moved onto the rock ledge. It had me trapped. It was too big for me to edge past it. And if 
I took another step or two back, I'd step off the cliff. 


"Nice doggy. Nice doggy,” I said. 


It growled and bared its teeth in reply. 

The big dog arched its back. It was getting ready to attack. 

I struggled to think. Could I do a forward roll over the dog, onto the safety of solid ground? 
Maybe a simple cartwheel? 

No time. The big creature roared as it leaped at me. 


It lowered its heavy paws onto my shoulders — and sank its teeth into my neck. 


“Owwwwww.” 


With a shrill cry of pain, I shrugged my shoulder and shoved the dog off. I raised the snow wolf 
mask in both hands. I knew it would take me somewhere weird and frightening. But I had no choice. I 
had to get away from the vicious dog. 


I took a deep breath — and jammed the wolf mask down over the insect mask. 
And then a blinding flash of light made me shut my eyes. 

The light seemed to swirl around me. Cover me like a weightless blanket. 

I waited for the jolt of pain of the dog’s bite. But I didn’t feel it. 

I couldn’t feel anything. Just the coldness of the white light. 

Cold. So cold. 

I opened my eyes and gasped. I was standing in deep snow. 


A bright moon low overhead made the snow gleam like silver. I blinked, waiting for my eyes to 
adjust. 


I glanced around. The snowy ground dipped, then rose again. A tall, white mountain peak loomed 
in front of me. And to my side, a snowy cliff with nothing but purple sky behind it. 


I'm in the mountains, I realized. Snowy mountains. 


Where had the mask taken me? I sniffed the air. I smelled something new. I couldn't quite place the 
smell. 


I took a few unsteady steps forward in the snow. The snow was soft and flaky and fell away from 
me as I walked. 


I gazed down at a set of paw prints. Animal paws making a straight track along the side of the cliff. 
I stopped after another few steps. I felt awkward. Heavy. As if F d put ona lot of weight. 


A picture flashed into my mind. I saw a rabbit. The rabbit was dead and torn to pieces. I could 
smell the dead, raw rabbit. I could see its meaty legs and its tender middle. The red meat clinging to 
its bones. 


I felt hungry. 
Wait. Stop, Monica. Why the crazy thoughts? 


My stomach growled. I sniffed the air again. I recognized the smell. A human. I was picking up the 
scent of a nearby human. 


I turned slowly — and saw Peter standing on top of a low snowdrift. His mummy mask gleamed 
under the moonlight. He had his hands wrapped tightly around himself. 


* Peter?" 


I tried to call to him. But only a grunt escaped my throat. 


I tried again. And grunted again. 
Whats up with this? 


I lowered my gaze to the snow. I stared at the animal paw prints. They stretched in a straight line 
from behind me. 


They were mine! 


My stomach growled again. I felt like growling, too. I suddenly felt an anger I'd never felt before. 
Pure animal anger. 


I'm an animal. 
The words rang in my ears. And repeated. /'m an animal. 


So that's what the wolf mask had done. It carried Peter and me here to this high, snowy mountain 
slope. And it turned me into a snow wolf. 


A grunting snow wolf staggering forward on four legs. 
Hungry. And angry. 
I pawed the snow. I looked around. 


I pictured the dead rabbit again. I could taste its cold, wet, pink-and-yellow insides. What tasty 
morsels did the stomach hold? 


I raised my head to the sky and let the wind tickle the fur on my ears. Then I sniffed again. Humans 
were too bony to eat. But Peter had such a sweet scent. 


I started to drool. My belly grumbled. 


Peter might steal my rabbit. I pictured him grabbing the rabbit in two hands. Ripping it apart. 
Tossing the fur into the snow and raising the fresh, tasty meat to his face. 


No way. 

Peter can t have my food. A wolf doesn t share. 

I knew what I had to do. I had to get rid of Peter. 

He stood watching me. 

And I can smell his fear. 

I staggered toward him on my strong animal legs. 

He let out a cry and stumbled backward, off the snowdrift. 
He landed on his back in the deep snow. 

I didn't give him time to stand up. 

I pounced. 


I clamped my teeth onto his neck and scooped him up in both front paws. Then I raised myself onto 
my back legs. With my new animal strength, I lifted him above my head. 


I released his neck and opened my mouth in a howl of victory. My howl echoed off the high 
mountains above us. 


The long triumphant howl burst from my chest and out through my open snout. It felt good to show 


off my strength. 
Peter screamed and struggled, kicking and thrashing. 
But he was no match for my animal power. 
When the wolf is angry, the wolf will ACT. 
Holding the shrieking boy in my claws, I staggered on my hind legs to the edge of the snowy cliff. 
And with a beastly roar, I tossed him over the side. 


Peter flew into the air. 


His scream of horror snapped something in my brain — and I lunged forward. Closed my jaw on to 
the edge of his karate uniform. Caught him between my sharp teeth. Swung him to safety. 


I held him down with both paws. And waited for my mind to clear. 


My animal thoughts flashed past me in a jumble of pictures and odors. I could smell the blood of 
the raw rabbit. I pictured my paw prints in the snow. 


And suddenly, in my mind I was running through the snow, running on all fours. Kicking up a mist 
of white behind me. 


Then that picture was replaced by another — Peter at home. Our house. Our front yard. 


I could smell the fallen brown leaves. Smell the tangy aroma of wood fires burning in fireplaces 
around our neighborhood. 


Peter's screaming rang in my sensitive wolf ears. 

The sound brought me back. Brought me back to being me. 

I'm Monica. 

I spun away from the snow-covered cliff. I set Peter free. 

He stood up and stumbled awkwardly. His knees appeared to give way. But he stayed on his feet. 
And he continued to scream. 

And without realizing it, I was screaming, too. 

I raised my head to the sky. Then I opened my jaws and bellowed at the pale moon. 

We stood together screaming. I only stopped when I felt the ground tremble beneath my hind paws. 
In the sudden hush, I heard a distant rumble. 

Thunder? 

The rumble grew louder until it became a ground-shaking roar. 


Following the sound, I gazed up to the mountains above us. And saw a tidal wave — a high tidal 
wave of snow cascading down at us. 


An avalanche! 
Our screams had shaken the snow loose from the mountaintop. We had started an avalanche. 


It came tumbling down with a deafening roar. Picking up speed, the wave of white rose higher and 
higher until the dark sky disappeared behind it. 


Enormous boulders of snow came falling in front of the wave. They bounced and tumbled down the 
mountainside. 


The whole world was white. 


It fell over us. Battered us. Then buried us. 

So cold. So icy cold. 

I reached for Peter but couldn't find him. 

And I sank deep, deep into the rushing wave of snow. 
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I couldn't breathe. I couldn't move. Except to shiver under the heavy blanket of icy snow. 
I struggled to force down my panic. I knew I had to move — now. 
Using all my strength, I grabbed the snow above me and pulled myself up. 
I moved only a few inches. But it gave me space to kick my feet. 


Kicking and thrashing, I dug my way to the surface. With a last burst of strength, I pulled myself out 
of the deep snow. Then I raised my face to the sky and sucked in breath after breath of the cool, fresh 
air. 


“Hey, look." A voice beside me. I turned to see Peter. He had pulled himself up, too. 
He pointed to a dark strip of red light in the sky. The color stretched along a black horizon. 


Peter's face was hidden by the mummy mask. He turned to me. “Where are we?" His voice came 
out muffled and tiny. 


I didn't answer right away. I gazed into the strip of red-purple light. “That’s ... the sun starting to 
come up," I said. “The snow ... the avalanche ... it must have taken us away from there.... It brought 
us back." 


I spoke in my voice. My human voice. I was me again. No longer a four-legged animal. 
And we were standing on a street, gazing into the night. 


Peter followed my gaze. Then a cry escaped his throat. “The snow is gone! Monica, we're alive! 
The snow ... the mountains — all gone!" 


I swallowed. My throat ached from screaming. “Peter,” I said, “Look at me. AmI ... back? Back to 
normal?" 


He squinted at me. “You were never normal!” he said. He laughed at his own joke. 
I gazed down at myself. It was hard to see. I had two masks on my face, one on top of the other. 
But I was me again. Shivering in the autumn cold in my little gymnastics costume. 


I glanced around. We were standing on the sidewalk on a block of dark houses. An empty lot across 
the street. 


It took me a few seconds to realize we were standing right where our house used to be. The sight of 
the bare lot sent a wave of sadness over me. 


I turned to Peter. “We don’t have a lot of time left," I said. 


Peter nodded. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his white uniform. “I — I can't believe 
what's happened to us tonight," he said softly. 


“I’m afraid to find another mask,” I confessed. “Afraid to put another mask on. Each time it — it 
takes us into a horror movie.” 


“Except it’s all real," he said. “But, Monica — we have to keep going. We only have three masks." 


He stared at the empty lot in front of us. 
*We don't have much time," I said. 
“How about the skull mask?" he said. “That should be easy to find." 
I squinted at him. *Easy? Why?" 
He shrugged. “So far, the masks have been their own clues — so ..." 
I finished his sentence. “The best place to find a skull mask is ... a graveyard.” 


We both began walking in the same direction. Hillcrest’s oldest graveyard was about a three-block 
walk. 


The night was eerily still. The houses we passed were all dark. No cars on the street. The trees 
didn't rustle. No whisper of wind. 


The only sounds were our shoes thudding on the sidewalk and the beating of my heart. 


I had to jog to catch up to Peter. “Are we — are we really going into the old graveyard on 
Halloween?" 


“What’s scary about it?" Peter demanded. “It’s only dead people.” 
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The paint had nearly all peeled off the low picket fence in front of the graveyard. Parts of the fence 
had fallen to the ground, leaving wide gaps. 


I peered through one of the gaps at the crooked, tilting gravestones, which were black against the 
purple sky. Dead leaves had piled up and formed hills against several gravestones. Like blankets to 
cover the dead. 


I shuddered. 


I never liked cemeteries. Even new, pretty ones that were well taken care of with smooth grass and 
straight, shiny gravestones. 


Some of my friends sometimes had picnics in the new cemetery a few blocks from school. But I 
couldn't join them. It gave me the creeps. 


I just couldn't stop thinking about the dead people lying so still, rotting away in their wormy coffins 
beneath the ground. 


I had nightmares about graveyards. I never told anyone about them. I didn't know if it was normal 
or not. 


And now, Peter and I stood staring through the broken fence. Gazing at the crooked rows of little 
grave markers and the blanket of dead leaves over them. 


"Let's go," Peter said. He squeezed through a gap in the fence. 
I took a deep breath and followed him. 


As soon as we stepped into the graveyard, the wind started up again. It had been so still and silent. 
And now, it was as if the wind had been waiting for us. 


The dead leaves began to crackle and move. Carried on the wind, the fat brown leaves danced in 
circles around the low grave markers. 


The bare limbs of the old trees appeared to shudder in the swirling gusts. 
“Peter ... I d-don't like this," I stammered. 


He moved down a row of gravestones. Most of them had fallen over and lay flat on their backs. 
Like the dead people beneath them, I thought. 


* Peter?" 


He didn't seem to hear me. Leaning into the wind, he moved down the row of ancient gravestones. I 
followed close behind. 


I kept my eyes on the ground. Was the skull mask hidden here? Was it buried in the deep leaves? 
Hidden behind a grave? 


I grabbed Peter's arm when I heard a loud moan. 
“What was that?" I cried. “Did you hear it?” 


He spun back to me. “Hear what?” 


“A moan. Like someone groaning,” I said. “It ... sounded human,” I insisted. 
“Look around,” he said. He waved his arm. “We’re the only ones here." 
“The only /iving ones here," I corrected him. 


He wandered down the next row of old graves. His shoes crunched loudly over the dry leaves. The 
trees creaked all around. 


I jumped in shock when a flat gray headstone toppled over at my feet. I leaped back, my heart 
pounding. 

Just the wind. 

And then I heard the moan again. 


"Peter," I called in a trembling voice. “We ... we're not alone." 
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We both stopped and listened. Where was that frightening moaning sound coming from? 
Like a sad cry from the grave, I told myself. 
Then I saw a blur of yellow-white. A pale spot of light. 
I took a few steps over the crackling leaves. I moved closer, squinting hard. 
"Peter — do you see this?" I pointed. 
He turned from the row of graves. He followed my gaze. 
I took another few steps closer to it. 
I saw a deep hole, black against the gray of the ground. An open grave. 
Beside the grave, I saw some narrow tombstones. Unmarked. Tilting this way and that. 
And at the head of the open grave ... a wider grave marker. Like a stone tablet. 
With a yellow object resting on top of it. 
The mask! 


The skull mask. I could see it clearly now. I could see its deep eyeholes. The open jaw slack 
against the front of the gravestone. 


"Peter! Here it is!” I shouted. “I found it.” 
He cried out. I could hear him running to me. 
I stepped up to the mask. I bent down. 


The skull had a hideous toothy grin on its sagging mouth. The top of the head was bumpy and 
crisscrossed with cracks. 


I raised both hands. I hesitated for a moment. I knew something weird was about to happen. But I 
had no choice. 


I grabbed the skull mask by the sides. 

Oh, no. 

Oh, no. 

I opened my mouth in a shriek of cold terror. 

The cracked yellow skull — it wasn’t a mask. 

It was hard, like stone. A real skull. 

I started to lift the skull before I realized it was attached to a skeleton. 


I froze. I was too stunned to let go. The skeleton rose over me. The bones were dry and yellow 
under the moonlight. 


And as I stood there, a strong gust of wind blew through the skeleton’s rib bones. 


And it moaned. 


Now the skeleton rose up. Its cracked skull tilted toward me as if it was looking at me through its 
empty eye sockets. Its mouth was frozen in a hideous grin. It had only two or three broken teeth left in 
its mouth. 


Peter bumped up beside me. He tugged my hands off the sides of the skull. Then he uttered a cry as 
the wind blew through the skeleton's bones and the skeleton moaned again. The leg bones made a 
cracking sound as they stood taller. 


I tried to stagger back, away from the ugly thing. 
But it moved with surprising speed. 

It grabbed my throat with its hard, bony fingers. 
I saw it grab Peter with its other fleshless hand. 


We both screamed as the skeleton lifted us off the ground — and heaved us into the open grave. 


I landed on my hands and knees in wet dirt. 
Peter thudded beside me. He rolled onto his side and bumped the wall of the grave. 
I gazed up to the top of the hole. I expected the skeleton to appear up there. 


I could hear its moaning as the wind blew through its bones. But it didn't follow us down. I 
couldn't see it. 


I pulled myself to my feet. Mud clung to my knees. The dirt beneath us was soft and wet. It smelled 
sour down there, like spoiled milk. 


Beside me, Peter stood and stretched his hands to the top of the grave. He wasn't tall enough to 
reach it. 


He jumped two or three times, trying to grab hold of the ground above the grave. But the mud was 
too wet. He kept sliding back down to the bottom. 


Wiping mud off his hands, he turned to me. “I ... think we're trapped down here,” he said softly. 


Something caught my eyes on the grave bottom. Something glistened in the moonlight. Glistened and 
moved. 


I bent down to examine it — and gasped. A clump of worms. Thick as a mop head. Long, wet 
worms crawling over each other, tangled together. Like a big heap of moving spaghetti. 


I turned away. And saw more worms poking out of the dirt walls. Dozens of worms dropped down 
the sides of the grave. Wriggling at my feet in the wet mud. 


*[ — I hate worms," I stammered. “I have a thing about worms." 

“I know,” Peter said. “Remember when I put those Gummi Worms in your bed?" 

“Shut up, Peter!” 

He gazed up at the ground. 

“PII give you a boost,” I said. “Pll raise you to the top. After you climb out, you can pull me up.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” he said. 

He stepped to the grave wall and turned his back to me, ready for me to boost him up. 

But I didn’t move. 

My eyes were locked on the back of the grave. 


Another skull. Pale gray. With deep eye sockets and a jagged-toothed grin. It moved in the 
darkness. Appeared in front of us, as if out of nowhere. 


“Peter —" I whispered. 
“Hurry,” he said. “I want to get out of this grave.” 
“No, look,” I said, bumping his shoulder. I pointed. 


He spun around. He followed my gaze. 
Before we could move closer, the skull started to rise. 


Moonlight suddenly poured into the grave, and I could see clearly. A man stepped forward. He 
wore a purple robe with a raised hood. Inside the hood, I could see the grinning skull. A mask. 


The skull mask. 
"Screem?" The name burst from my throat in a hoarse whisper. 


He stood against the far grave wall across from us. The wind rustled his long robe. In the 
moonlight, I could see the gleam of his purple eyes inside the grinning skull mask. 


Screem. How did he suddenly appear? Had he been waiting for us? 

“You shouldn't have come.” 

His old man's voice was muffled inside the mask. 

He took a step toward Peter and me. 

Above us, the moon disappeared behind clouds again. Darkness fell over the grave. 


As my eyes adjusted, I watched Screem reach for the sides of the skull mask. With a hard, swift tug, 
he pulled off the mask. 


His straight white hair fell to his shoulders. I could see beads of sweat on his broad forehead. He 
rubbed his square white paintbrush beard with his free hand. 


His eyes darted back and forth from Peter to me. 


*Yoy' ve made a terrible mistake!" he boomed. “You have no business here. You don't know what 
you are doing." 


He took a step toward us. Then another. 
Peter and I were trapped against the grave wall. 


^Wh-what are you going to do with us?" I stammered. 


35 


Screem moved forward quickly. I heard a loud squish sound as he stepped on the glob of worms. 
He flattened the worms under the sole ofhis boot. He kept his eyes straight ahead on Peter and me. 


I pressed my back against the dirt wall. No way to escape. We were trapped six feet underground 
in this narrow hole. 


“What are you going to do?" I repeated. My voice cracked as I said the words. 

“I warned you," Screem said. “I warned you back at Bella's house." 

He held the skull mask tightly in one hand. He reached out his other hand to me. 

I tried to squirm away. But there was nowhere to move. 

“Turn around," he said. “Pll give you a boost." 

I swallowed. My heart was pounding hard. That wasn't what I expected him to say. 


A few seconds later, Screem pushed me up to the top of the grave. I scrambled on my hands and 
knees onto the grass. Then I jumped to my feet. 


Peter came crawling out after me. He shook his head, confused. He climbed to his feet. 


I turned and saw the moaning skeleton. It stood stiffly beside the grave. Its bony arms dangled at its 
sides. Its eyeless sockets were trained on Peter and me. 


Screem floated up from the grave. His purple robe fluttered in the wind. His white hair blew about 
his head. 


He turned to the skeleton. “Your work is done,” he told it. 


He raised his hand, and the big jeweled ring glowed on his finger. He pointed the jewel at the 
skeleton. 


The skeleton let out a final moan. Then its bones cracked and broke and fell apart. The bones fell to 
the grass and crumpled to dust. The dust swirled into the air and blew away. 


Screem watched it for a moment. Then he turned to us. 
Was he going to raise his ring and zap us to dust? 


“Give me back the three masks you've found,” he said. He reached out his hand. “Give them back 
and get away from here — as fast as you can." 


I stared at him. I didn't know what to say. I was too frightened to speak. 
“I must hold the masks till dawn," Screem said. “Or you will see evil spread over the world." 
A terrifying threat. Bella said that's what would happen if Screem kept the masks. 


But I had only one thing on my mind now. And I would never give back the masks till Screem 
helped us. 


“We want our parents!” I cried. “We want our house back. We'll give you the masks when you 
bring them back." 


Screem's purple eyes flashed. He shook his head. “If I don't have those five masks at dawn,” he 
boomed, “you will never see your parents again.” 


The words made my breath catch in my throat. 
Screem kept his eyes locked on us. “Bella’s evil is so intense, she will stop at nothing,” he said. 
Huh? BELLA'S evil? 


“The magic of the masks is too powerful to be in her hands," he continued. “You do not know who 
you are working for. You think you are collecting the masks for good." 


“I — I don’t understand," I stammered. “Are you saying —” 


“Bella is evil," Screem said. “She is the one who made your house disappear. Not me. She made 
your house and parents disappear to trick you into helping her." 


My mouth dropped open. Bella told us it was Screem who took away our house. Was Screem 
telling the truth? Was Bella the evil one? 


“This terrible game has to stop," Screem said. “You are not the first people Bella has tortured like 
this. Some have not been as lucky as you." 


The wind ruffled his white hair. His purple robe glowed under the moonlight. 


I glanced at Peter. He was shivering. I don't think he was cold. He was shivering from Screem's 
words. 


“You can make it all stop now,” Screem continued. “You have to believe me." 
Believe. Believe. Believe. 

The word stuck in my head. 

Should we believe him? Should we? 

Suddenly, I remembered Bella's warning as we were leaving her house. 
Screem is the best liar on earth. 

It’s almost impossible not to believe him. 

Whatever you do, do not believe what he tells you. Do not fall for his lies. 
“Don’t believe him,” I whispered to Peter. 

I turned to Screem. “Bella warned us you are a liar,” I said. 


Screem shook the skull mask in his fist. “Listen to me carefully,” he said. “Her real name isn’t 
Bella. It's Belladonna. Do you know what that 1s?” 


I repeated the name in my mind. “I’ve heard of it,” I said. 


“Belladonna,” Screem said. “Sometimes it's called deadly nightshade. It’s a poison. She is a 
poison." 


I knew he was lying. 


I pressed my hands against my waist. “If you are on the side of good,” I said, “why did you make it 


so dangerous for Peter and me to take the masks?" 


“Yeah,” Peter said. He took a few steps toward Screem. “You tried to kill us each time. So why 
should we believe that you are on the side of good?" 


*You were working for Belladonna," Screem replied. *I couldn't just let you walk away with the 
masks. I had to try to stop you. I had no choice." 


"You're lying to us," Peter said. He raised his arms in a karate position. 


“I don't care what you think," Screem said. “If you don’t want to believe the truth, that's fine with 
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me. 
He stretched out a hand and moved toward us rapidly. “Just give me the three masks. Now! “ 
I stumbled back. But Peter held his ground. 
Screem dove forward, his hand outstretched to tear the masks off our faces. 


Peter uttered a cry. He leaped sideways into the air — and tried to land a two-footed karate kick to 
Screem’s knees. 


Peter missed. 

His shoes kicked at nothing but air. 

Screem grabbed Peter by the ankles. 

He tugged him hard. Lost his balance — and they both toppled into the open grave. 
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My heart thudding in my chest, I stared toward the open grave. I wanted to hurry to the side of the 
grave. But I froze. My legs wouldn’t carry me. 


I held my breath and listened. 
Silence. 
Even the wind had stopped. The trees over the old graveyard stood perfectly still. 


I listened for Peter’s screams. Or the sounds of a fight. Or someone scraping and scrabbling to 
climb out. 


But no. 

Not a sound. 

The silence felt so loud, I pressed my hands over my ears. 

“Peter?” 

Finally, I forced myself forward. I took a step toward the grave. 
“Peter?” 

Silence. 

I lowered my hands to my sides. I had them balled into tight, tense fists. 
I took another step toward the grave. 

"Peter? Can you hear me?" 

I took a deep breath and held it. Then I leaned over the grave and peered down. 
*No. Oh, no," I murmured. 


The grave was empty. 
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I dropped to my knees in the wet dirt. A shudder made my whole body shake. 
"Peter? Where are you?" I called in a trembling voice. 
I stared down into the empty grave. “Impossible,” I muttered. 
Unless Screem used his magic to carry them both away somewhere? 
Unless Screem used the same magic on Peter that he used to make our parents disappear? 
I leaned down into the grave and shouted: “Peter? Are you there? Please — answer me!” 
No reply. 
I leaned farther into the grave. “Peter?” 


And then I let out a gasp as the soft mud gave way beneath me. I fell fast. And landed on my 
stomach on the floor of the grave. 


“Ohhhhh,” I groaned as I realized I' d landed on top of the pile of worms. “Noooo.” 
I jumped up quickly. 

"Peter? Where are you?" My voice rang hollow against the dirt sides. 

I brushed fat worms off the front of my clothes. 

"Peter? Can you hear me?" 


Keeping my hand on the grave wall, I began to move. I took tiny steps along the side of the hole. I 
traced my hand on the dirt. I needed something to hold on to. 


Above me, the moon slid out from behind the clouds once again. Pale yellow light washed over the 
grave. 


And in the light, I saw an opening at the far end. Like a low doorway cut into the grave wall. 
I hurried across the dirt. I stopped a few inches away. Moonlight helped me see inside the opening. 
I saw a tunnel. A narrow tunnel leading straight ahead to solid blackness. 

So that's where they vanished. Into this tunnel cut into the graveside. 

Again, I cupped my hand around my mouth and shouted my brother's name. 

I heard my voice echo down the tunnel. The tunnel was deep and straight. 

I moved into the opening. And stopped. I struggled to catch my breath. 

Screem had dragged Peter into this tunnel. There was nowhere else they could be. 

I had to go after him. 

I ducked my head. I took a shaky step into the tunnel opening. 

And stopped. 

I heard the heavy thud of shoes on dirt. Running footsteps. 


In the dim light, I saw Screem. Racing toward me through the tunnel, hands outstretched. 
“Noooooo!” I opened my mouth in a scream. 


Nowhere to run. 


Screem had me trapped down in the grave. Did he plan to pull me into the long, dark tunnel, too? 


I tensed my muscles. How could I fight him? 
Then he came thundering into the moonlight — and I gasped. 
"Peter?" 


It wasn't Screem. It was my brother. Still wearing the mummy mask. The belt of his karate uniform 
dragging on the dirt. 


He ran up to me, breathing hard. He raised both hands. A mask dangled from each hand. 

I stared in shock. Peter had the skull mask and the alien pig mask. 

“Did you ... did you grab those from Screem?” I demanded. 

He nodded. 

“How did you do it?” I cried. “How did you take them away from Screem?" 

I gazed into the tunnel. “Where is Screem?" 

Peter shook his head. “No time," he whispered. I could barely hear him through the mummy mask. 
"Let's go." 

Irealized we had all five masks. Peter had three, and I was wearing two. 

“Is Screem coming after us?” I asked. 

Peter motioned frantically with both hands. “No time.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. 

He pushed me to the edge of the grave. Then he bent and gave me a boost. 

I scrambled up to the ground. Then I turned and pulled him out of the grave. 

I glanced down. Where was Screem? 


I was dying for Peter to explain. But he took off, running hard through the paths between the 
gravestones. He waved for me to follow. 


My shoes slipped and slid on flat dead leaves as I ran to catch up. The darkness was lifting. The 
sky had brightened from black to violet. And I could see a broad stripe of red sunlight rising low 
through the trees. 


“Almost dawn,” I murmured. 


At the edge of the graveyard, we came to a sharp stop. The twin beams of car headlights swept 
down the street. Peter and I ducked behind a fat tree trunk and waited for the car to pass. 

When it turned a corner, we took off running again. Peter didn’t say a word, but I knew where he 
was heading. Back to Bella’s house. 

We had all five masks. Now it was her turn to help us. We needed her to use the magic of the masks 
to return our parents and our house. 

But I felt a shudder of fear as I watched the red stripe on the horizon rise. The sky had brightened to 
gray. 


Were we too late? 


We cut through front yards, keeping in the shadows of trees and tall hedges. When we passed the 
empty lot where our house used to stand, I stopped. 


A sob escaped my throat. I wanted to cry and scream and shake my fists and roar at the sky. 
I stared at the carpet of tall grass and weeds. No sign that a house had ever been there. 
How could this happen to our parents? What if we really were too late? 

A light went on in the house next door. Another car rumbled past on the street behind me. 
No time to waste. Dawn was arriving. 


I darted around a bike lying on its side in the next driveway. I caught up with Peter at the corner. 
We tore across the street and kept running. 


Peter held the masks out at his sides as he ran. A short while later, the tall hedges in front of Bella's 
house came into view. 


We cut through the opening in the hedges and turned up the driveway. Our shoes sent the gravel 
flying. 

We stopped, both breathing hard, on the front stoop. I raised my hand to ring the doorbell — then 
stopped. 


“Look. The door is open a crack,” I said. 

Beneath the mummy mask, Peter was panting hard. He pushed the door open a little farther. 
I poked my head into the front entryway. “Bella?” My voice was muffled under the two masks. 
I tried again. “Bella?” This time I shouted. 

No reply. 

I led the way into the house. I trotted into the front room. Peter hurried close behind me. 
“Bella?” I shouted. *We're back. Are we too late?" 

Silence. 

I heard a clock ticking. As loud as drumbeats in the heavy silence. 

“We have the five masks!" I called. “We have them all." 

I gazed around the front room. Then I ran to the library in the back, calling her name. 

No sign of her. 


I led the way down the back hall, which led to the kitchen. Empty. A red sun was just rising in the 
kitchen window. 


I screamed her name at the top of my lungs. 
No answer. 


Finally, I turned to Peter. “What are we going to do? She isn't here. She's gone." 
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*She'll be here," Peter whispered, so low I could barely hear him. “She has to be here." 
And then I heard a rustling sound. Padding footsteps. 


I turned to see Bella coming down the front stairway. Her long dress trailed behind her. She swept 
back her hair, and a broad smile crossed her face as she saw us. 


"You're here!” she cried. “I’m sorry. I had given up hope." 


She practically flew down the stairs. Her smile stayed frozen on her face. Her eyes glowed with 
excitement. 


She ran into the kitchen and rushed up to Peter and me with her hands outstretched. “You have all 
five?" 


“Yes,” I said. “Are we in time? We brought you the five masks and —” 

Her hands flew up in the air. “You did it! I’m so proud of you!” she cried. “Hand them to me. 
Quickly." 

She glanced out the kitchen window. The sun was a red ball, still low behind the trees. 

"It's almost dawn,” she said. “Hurry. Take off the masks. Hand them to me — now!” 

“You said — you said you couldn't touch them,” I said. 

She raised her hands. She was wearing long black gloves. *Quick. Hand them to me." 


I grabbed the snow wolf mask and started to tug up on its sides. It stuck to the mask beneath it. I 
couldn't get it to slide. 


I gave a harder tug — then stopped. 


I turned to Peter. To my surprise, he wasn't moving. He stood staring at Bella through the mummy 
mask. He held the other two masks down at his sides. 


“Hurry,” Bella urged. She leaned over him. “What’s wrong with you? Hand me those masks.” 
Peter didn't move. He kept his hands down stiffly at his sides. He stared out at Bella. 

She made a wild grab for the alien pig mask. 

Peter swung his body around to keep it safe in his hand. 


“Give them to me!" Bella screamed. Her face turned bright red. “It’s almost dawn. Give them to 
me. Do I have to rip that mask off your head, you little punk?” 


I gasped, startled that Bella was acting so furious and out of control. 

“You punk! You creep! You disgusting little worm!” Bella shrieked at my brother. “Give me those 
masks!” 

She made another frantic grab. Missed. Her hand wrapped around the belt of his karate uniform. 


Peter tugged himself free. He didn’t say a word. Just stood there stiffly, in silence, holding the 
masks out of Bella’s reach. 


A stripe of yellow sunlight spread across the floor. 
"Peter," I said softly. *What are you doing? Why —" 


And then he tucked the two masks under his arm. Without a word, he reached both hands to the 
bottom of the mummy mask. 


With one hard tug, he pulled the mummy mask off his face. 
“NOOOO!” Bella and I both shrieked at the same time. 


My mouth hung open. My eyes bulged. It took a while for my brain to realize — it wasn't Peter 
standing next to me. 


It was Screem! 
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Screem's white hair fell over his forehead. He brushed it back with one sleeve. He tucked the mummy 
mask under his arm with the other two masks. Then he grinned at Bella. 


“Surprise, Belladonna!” he cried. “I have the masks, and I’ve come back to destroy you!” 
She gaped at him in horror. Her face was as pale as flour. Her chin trembled. 


Above his square beard, Screem’s grin grew wider. “I forgot. You don’t like surprise guests — do 
you!” he boomed. 


“I — I —" Bella seemed too upset to speak. “The boy —” she choked out. 


“He believed me,” Screem replied. “The boy realized I was telling the truth. So down in my tunnel 
in the graveyard, he and I traded places.” 


“I... told him you were a liar,” Bella said. She kept clenching and unclenching her gloved fists. 
“Tt wasn’t hard to make the boy see who the real liar is,” Screem said. 

Screem turned suddenly. Without warning, he grabbed my shoulders. 

I gasped. “What are you doing?" I cried. 

His hands moved to the masks over my face. Carefully, he slid them off one by one. 

Now he grasped all five masks in his hands. 


“The masks are mine,” Screem said. “Belladonna, the world is safe from your evil for another 
year." 


She scowled at me. Her eyes flamed with rage. “Monica, your brother betrayed me. Do you think I 
won't punish you both?" 


Screem stepped in front of me. ““You won't do any punishing this year,” he told her. “Did you really 
think you could confuse me by sending two children this time? You're a bigger loser than I thought." 


“AAAAGGGGGGH!"” 

Belladonna opened her mouth in a scream of fury. A wild animal cry. 

She leaped at Screem. Lowered her shoulder and shoved him back on the kitchen counter. 
Then with another angry cry, she grabbed the masks from Screem’s hands. 


He bounced up from the counter. He spread his arms like an attacking bear. He flung himself at 
Belladonna. 


The masks fell from her hands. 

They both dove for them at once. 

“Mine! Mine! Mine!” she kept screeching. 
But Screem came up with the masks. 


As he tried to tuck them under the white karate uniform, Belladonna wrapped her arms around his 


middle. She struggled to wrestle him to the floor. 
Screem staggered back, off balance. 
“Mine! Mine! Mine!" Belladonna repeated. 


They both dropped to the floor, wrestling, struggling, scratching at each other. They groaned and 
grunted and shouted as they fought. 


They rolled across the kitchen floor. Toward the big window. Into a patch of morning sunlight. 
Yes. The sun was high in the sky now. 

And as Screem and Belladonna rolled into the bright sunlight, I saw a flash of white light. 
Blinding white light. Like a powerful explosion. 

I shut my eyes. 

I could still see the light on my eyelids. 


And when I finally opened my eyes, the two of them were gone. And the masks had vanished with 
them. 


Screem and Belladonna — both disappeared into the sunlight. Their screams still rang in my ears. 


I felt dazed. I struggled to clear my mind, to think straight. And as I did, a wave of cold fear ran 
down my body. 


And a terrifying question pushed its way into my mind: 
Where is Peter? 
What became of my brother? 


Would I ever see him again? Or had he vanished like Screem ... like Belladonna? Like our 
parents? 
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I wrapped my arms around myself. I felt cold despite the warm sunlight washing into the kitchen. 


The silence rang in my ears, a hollow sound. And then I jumped when I heard the thud of footsteps. 
In the front hall. 


I turned — and saw the purple robe. 

Screem? Had he returned? 

No. Peter grinned at me. He stepped into the kitchen and did a funny tap dance. “Tah-DAH!” 
"Peter? That robe —" I uttered. “You —" 

“Fits me perfectly,” he said. “But I don't think I'll wear it to school." 

“How — how can you stand there making jokes?” I stammered. 

He shrugged. “Halloween is over, right? And we're alive." 


I rushed up to him. I had a million questions. “Where were you? Why didn't you come back here 
with Screem?" 


“He told me not to show myself until it was bright sunshine," Peter answered. “He said it would all 
be over by then. And we'd be safe." 


“Oh, wow. Oh, wow.” I was so happy to see him, I nearly hugged him. 


"Peter, it's morning," I said. I grabbed him by the shoulders. “Mom and Dad. They must be out of 
their minds worrying about us. They probably have the police out looking for us." 


Peter's smile faded. “Jf they're back,” he said softly. 


His words sent a chill down my back. “Halloween is over," I said. “Belladonna and Screem are 
gone. That means everything is back to normal. Everything ...” 


I sighed. “Our house has to be back, Peter,” I cried. *Mom and Dad have to be back." 


We didn't say another word. We ran down the hall and out the front door. We didn't even bother to 
close the door behind us. 


Our shoes thudded down the gravel driveway, past the tall hedges to the street. Cars rolled past. 
Two little kids were in the yard across the street, jumping up and down in a pile of dead leaves. 


A normal Saturday morning. 


Yes. Normal. A woman opened her front door and let her dog run out. A white mail truck turned the 
corner. The two little kids waved to it. 


Normal. 
We turned the corner onto our block. We ran past the empty field, past two houses. 
I couldn't see our house. Trees stood in the way. 


My heart was pounding so hard, I could barely breathe. Running was too slow. I wanted to leap 
into the air and fly to our house. 


Finally, we were there. Finally, we could see.... 

“OH, NOOOOOO?" I wailed. 

Behind me, I heard Peter utter a scream. 

"^Nooooo0." 

Still an empty field. I stared up at the ragged lawn. Nothing but tall grass and weeds. 
No house. No parents. 

My whole body sagged. My knees folded. I dropped to the wet ground. 

Gone. Everything. Still gone. 
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“What are we going to do? What are we going to do?" 
Peter kept repeating the same words over and over. Each time his voice got more shrill. 


He stood staring up to where the house should be. His hands were pressed tightly to the sides of his 
face. 


“Halloween is over," he said. “Everything is supposed to be back to normal. Everything ..." His 
voice trailed off. 


My brain was spinning. This couldn't be happening. 
Bella and Screem were gone. The world should be back to normal. 
Think, Monica.... Think! 


I tugged Peter's arm. “Come with me,” I said. “I think I just figured out how to bring back Mom and 
Dad." 


He held back. “Where are we going?" he asked. 


“Back to Bella's house,” I said. 


“Anyone home?" I called. Peter and I huddled tensely in the front hallway. 
No answer. 


I peered into the living room. No one there. Nothing changed. Except for the bright golden sunlight 
pouring through the front window. 


“Bella and Screem are totally gone,” Peter said. “But this house is creepy even when it’s empty. 
It’s like the air is haunted or something.” 


I nodded. “Don’t think about it,” I said in a whisper. “Follow me. We have to find The Hallows 
Book.” 


We hurried through the living room to the library at the back. Shelves were still overturned. We 
stepped over the books scattered on the floor. 


“Why do you want that old book?" Peter asked. 
“I have an idea,” I told him. 


It didn't take long to find it. It was tucked onto a small bottom shelf. But it was so big, it stuck out 
into the room. 


The old book weighed a ton. Peter helped me carry it to the long table in the center of the room. 
Dust flew up when we dropped it to the table. 


“Help me turn it over,” I said. “I want to start at the back." 
The heavy cover was stained and bumpy. One of the corners was torn away. 


It took us a while to get a good grip. Then we flipped the book onto its front. 


I leaned over the table and opened the back cover. The book smelled musty, like the back of an old 
closet. I held my nose to keep from sneezing. 


Then I lifted the pages until I found the end of the book. 
“Peter, listen to this," I said. And I read the last paragraphs out loud: 


"Bella and Screem vanished in the sunlight. Peter and Monica ran home. But their home was not 
returned. 


“They had saved the world from Belladonna s evil. But their parents were gone. And the two kids 
were doomed to live without them." 


Peter shook his head sadly. “It’s all there,” he said. His voice cracked. “It’s in the book. Mom and 
Dad are gone." 


“Maybe not,” I said. “Maybe I can change every thing.” 


I found a pen on the floor. I picked it up and leaned over The Hallows Book. My hand started to 
tremble. But I steadied it and lowered it to the page. 


I crossed out the last lines of the story, the words I had read to Peter. And then the marking pen 
scratched over the rough paper as I wrote in a new ending.... 


The house returned. The parents were okay. It was Halloween night again. And Monica and 
Peter returned home with their trick-or-treat bags full. 


They forgot everything that had happened to them. Their horrifying memories were wiped clean. 
And they returned happily to their normal lives. 


I let out a long sigh. Then I read my new ending to Peter. “What do you think?” I asked. 
He stared hard at me. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Do you really think that will work?” 


I blinked. And let out a cry. 
Sudden darkness fell over the room. 


It took a few seconds for me to realize why the sunlight had disappeared. I rushed to the front 
window and gazed out. The half-moon stood high in the black sky. It was night again. 


"Peter — let's go," I said. 


We ran out of the dark house. I gasped when Peter stepped into the light. He was dressed in his 
white karate uniform again. And he held his bulging trick-or-treat bag tightly in one fist. 


I glanced up at the moon. “It must be late," I said. 

Peter turned to the enormous house behind us. “Whose house is this?" he asked. “What are we 
doing here?" 

I turned to follow his gaze. “I — I don't remember,” I said. 


We ran home. We passed a few trick-or-treaters. Mostly older kids who could stay out late. A big 
yellow-orange jack-o’-lantern grinned at us from a front stoop as we followed the sidewalk to our 
block. 


All the lights were on in our house. The front door opened as Peter and I ran up the middle of the 
lawn. Mom and Dad were both waiting at the door. 


“We were a little worried,” Mom said. “You usually don't stay out this late.” 

“We hit a few more houses," I said. I rolled my eyes. "Peter's idea — not mine." 

He raised his trick-or-treat bag. “Check it out.” 

Dad reached for the bag. “You are going to share this year — right?" 

“Yeah. Right,” Peter said. He pulled the bag out of Dad's reach and trotted up the stairs. 


I followed him up to his room. We always dump our candy on the floor, divide it up, and make 
trades. 


Peter stepped into the center of the room. He raised his big trick-or-treat bag over his head and 
turned it upside down. 


A few pieces of candy came falling out. But then ... then ... 

... Five ugly rubber masks toppled out of the bag. They hit the floor and all landed faceup. 
I stepped back. I couldn't take my eyes off them. They were all so horrible looking. 
"Peter — what are those? Wh-where did you get them?" I stammered. 

He shrugged. “I ... don’t know." 

The five masks appeared to gaze up at me. And at that moment, it all came back to me. 


“Noooooo!” I screamed as the masks opened their gaping mouths wide — and began to laugh. 
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THE HALL OF HORRORS 


Well, Monica, your Halloween story is a real SCREAM, no matter how you spell it. 

Are you sure that story has been repeating itself for one hundred years? You don't look a day over 
ninety-eight! 

Ha-ha. I know. I know. You're only twelve. I like to have my little joke. You know the old rhyme 
— a laugh a day keeps the werewolves away. 


So try laughing on your way out. Maybe you'll be luckier than my last visitor. 


Thank you for bringing your story to me. I am the Story-Keeper. And I will keep your story here in 
the Hall of Horrors where it belongs. 


And now, we have a new guest. Come right in, young man. 

What is your name? Matt Krinsky? 

You appear so tired, Matt. Why are you staggering like that? You look dead on your feet. 
Has anyone told you you look like a zombie? 


Come in. Come in. Stagger this way. There's plenty of room in the Hall of Horrors. You know.... 
There's Always Room for One More Scream. 
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Ready for More? 


Here's another tale from the Hall of Horrors: 





WHY I QUIT 
ZOMBIE SCHOOL 


*"YOWWWWWWWWWY' 


That's me, Jack Harmon, screaming my head off. I was on the school bus, heading home, howling in 
pain. As usual. 


You would scream, too, if Mick Owens had you in an armlock. Mick shoved my arm up behind me 
till I heard my bones and muscles snap and pop. 


*YOVWWWWWW? I repeated. 


Nothing new here. Big Mick and his friend Darryl “The Hammer" Oliva like to beat me up, tease 
and torture me on the bus every afternoon. 


Last week, our sixth-grade teacher, Miss Harris, had a long, serious talk in class about bullying. I 
guess Mick and Darryl were out that day. 


Otherwise, they would know that bullying is bad. 


Why do they do it? Because I’m smaller than them? Because I'm a skinny little guy who looks like 
a third-grader? Because I scream easily? 


No. 
These two super-hulks like to get up in my face because it's FUN. 
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WELCOME TO THE HALL OF HORRORS 


There's Always Room for One More Scream 


Welcome. Step inside. You've found my old castle, even though it's hidden in the darkest, most distant 
corner of HorrorLand. 


Yes, the Hall of Horrors is a special place. If you have a story to tell — a terrifying story — I am 
always here to welcome you. I am the Story-Keeper, the keeper of scary stories. 


Come this way. Please — don't look so frightened. Those tarantulas don't bite. 
They only nibble. 

Take a chair in the fire. Oops. I mean by the fire. 

Relax. Do you know why zombies like to sit down? 

Because they're dead on their feet! 

Ha-ha. Sorry. I shouldn't make jokes. I know you have a zombie story to tell me. 
Well, this is the place for a good zombie story. I am the Listener. I am the Keeper. 
“So you say your name is Matt Krinsky. How are you today, Matt?" 

"Pretty good, I guess." 

“What is that object you keep squeezing in your hand?" 

"It's a rubber hand." 

“A rubber hand. And you brought it here today because ...?" 

“Because it saved my life." 


“Well, l've got to hand it to you, Matt. You've got me interested already. Where does your story 
start?" 


“Tn school." 
"Please. Start at the beginning. Tell me your story." 
"Are you sure you want to hear it? My school was the scariest school on earth.” 


Go ahead, Matt. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream in the Hall of 
Horrors. 
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I knew there was something wrong with my new school the first time I saw it. 
My name is Matt Krinsky. I’m twelve years old. And I wasn't happy. 


My parents say I have a bad attitude. They say I can take a bright, shiny red balloon and turn it into 
something tragic. 


Well, balloons pop — don’t they? That’s kind of tragic. 


Look, I admit it. I can see the horror in any situation. Or, as my dad likes to say, I always see the 
shadows on a sunny day. 


He's always saying things like that. And let's face it, he doesn't mean it in a nice way. 


My big sister, Jamie, teases me, too. She hates anything scary or dark. She can't understand why I 
love horror movies and comics and books. And she gives me a hard time because I collect every 
scary thing I can find. You know, masks and skulls and shrunken heads and movie posters. Cool stuff 
like that. 


All four of us were in the car. We were on our way to my new school. 


Bad enough we moved to a new town and I had to leave all my friends behind. Bad enough we 
moved into a tiny house half the size of our old house. Which means I have, like, no space to display 
my horror collection. 


You know that scene in Alice in Wonderland when she grows really tall, so tall her head pushes up 
against the ceiling? That's how I felt in my new bedroom. No lie. 


Could things get worse? Of course they could. 


I had to go to boarding school for the first time in my life. Mom and Dad thought it would be a good 
experience for me. Can you believe that? 


I wasn't happy. The whole thing was scary to me. What would the kids be like? What would the 
teachers be like? What would the food be like? 


So many things to worry about. 


The car rolled past empty pastures and fields. The crops had all been harvested. Nothing left but 
dirt and dead plants. Like gigantic graveyards. 


*Just a few more miles," Dad said. 


I sighed. *Why do I have to go to boarding school? There's probably a crazed maniac loose in the 
halls at night," I said. “Waiting in a corner with an axe." 


“Matt, you Il be the only maniac there,” Jamie said. 
“Did you bring your axe?” Dad asked. Always ready to join in the Tease Matt for Fun contest. 


“Give Matt a break,” Mom said. “He’s going to a boarding school for the first time, and he’s 
nervous.” 


"I'm not ner vous," I said. “I just know what goes on in these schools. There are always crazed 
maniacs in the halls at night." 


“Too many horror movies," Jamie muttered. *"They've rotted his brain.” 

“Romero Academy,” I said. “What kind of a name is that?” 

“It’s supposed to be a good school," Mom said. “They have a soccer team. You'll like that, Matt.” 
“Only weird kids go to boarding school,” I grumbled. 

Jamie laughed. She poked me hard in the ribs. “You said 1t — we didn’t.” 

“Don’t touch me,” I said, scooting away from her. “You spread disease.” 

Her mouth dropped open. “Disease? What disease?” 

“The Jamie Disease,” I said. 

She dug her bony fingers into my ribs and started tickling me. She knows I hate it. 

I twisted away from her. Easy for her to be happy. Her new school is two blocks from our house. 


I pulled out a horror comic. I thought it would take my mind off Romero Academy. I studied the 
cover. It had a woman with green, decaying skin and deep gashes on her face. Blood ran from her 
empty eye sockets. 


“Oh, yuck. That’s sick,” Jamie said. “Why are you reading that?” 
“Its your life story,” I said. 


"There's your school up there," Dad called from the driver's seat. He pointed out the open 
window. “On the top of the hill. See 1t?" 


I peered out the window. I started to answer — but I stopped. 
Whoa. Wait. 
Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. I saw it immediately. 


The school stood at the top of a grassy hill. No trees nearby. It was a bright, sunny day. Sunshine 
made the grass sparkle all around. 


But the school was dark, totally hidden in shadow. 
How could that be? 


*Wh-why is the school dark?" I stammered. I tapped Dad on the shoulder. “Look. No way can there 
be shade up there." 


“It’s bigger than I thought it would be," Mom said. 
"It's very old,” Dad said. “Built of stone. Looks like a castle." 
“Don’t you see?" I cried. “It’s under a big shadow. But there's nothing to make the shadow!” 


“Looks totally normal to me," Jamie said. She leaned over the front seat. “See what I’m saying? It's 
all the horror he watches and reads. It rotted his brain." 


She chuckled. “Matt thinks he lives in a horror movie." 


For once, Jamie was right. 
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An asphalt driveway curved around the hill. Dad followed it up to the top. He pulled the car into a 
small parking lot at the side of the building. 


“Go take a walk and look around,” he said. “Mom and I will deal with your suitcases.” 


I climbed out of the backseat and stretched my arms over my head. My legs felt stiff. It had been at 
least a three-hour drive. 


“Want me to walk with you?” Jamie called. 

“Yeah. Like I’d want a second head,” I said. 

She made a face at me. “Matt, you're about as funny as a runny nose.” 
“If your nose is running, you should chase after it,” I said. 

It's a family joke. I thought it was a riot when I was three. 


I turned and walked along the asphalt drive toward the school building. It was gray stone with ivy 
growing down one shadowy wall. I counted four stories, with a slanting black tile roof at the top. 


Tiny windows poked out of the top floor. I wondered if that's where the students' rooms were. 


A red-and-black pennant flapped in the breeze at the top of a tall flagpole. At least a dozen crows 
cawed and bobbed on the phone lines that fed into one wall of the school. Their cries grew louder as 
I walked closer. 


It was a warm day for late fall. Many of the classroom windows were open, and I heard voices 
from inside. 


From the far end of the building, I heard a band practicing a march. The band was awful. Squeaking 
and squawking. The crows sounded better than the band. I wanted to cover my ears. 


The grass was high and patchy. Thorny weeds poked up every where. 


Looking around the side of the school, I saw playing fields in back. Some kids were moving slowly 
across a baseball diamond. They weren't playing. Just walking. 


I glimpsed a soccer field beyond the diamond. The nets were white and gleaming under the 
sunlight. No one back there. 


A high black fence rose at the back of the soccer field. It had to be at least eight or ten feet tall. 
What was behind it? 


Mom and Dad were carrying my suitcases toward the school. Jamie walked behind them, kicking a 
stone in front of her. 


I saw a class sitting out on the grass. A dark-suited teacher paced back and forth in front of them, 
talking and waving a book in the air. I couldn't hear him because of the squawking band. 


I stepped into the shade of the building. In a narrow courtyard, I saw a long line of trash cans along 
one stone wall. 


It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the shade. When I could focus, I saw three boys. They 
leaned over a trash can near the back of the courtyard. 

I stopped and stared. What were they doing back there? Why weren't they in class? 

They didn't see me. They were huddled tightly around the trash can. One of them leaned over the 
side and pulled something out. 

I strained to see what he had found. 

He tore off a piece of it and handed it to one of the other boys. Then he tore off another piece and 
handed it to his other friend. 

My mouth dropped open as I watched them start to eat. 

No, it can t be, I told myself, squinting hard into the shadowy courtyard. 


It can t be. 
They CAN’T be eating a dead squirrel. 
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Mom, Dad, and Jamie came up behind me. I turned — and saw them staring at me. 

“Matt — what’s wrong?” Mom asked. 

I pointed into the courtyard. “Those boys —” I choked out. “They — they’re eating a dead 
squirrel!” 

Everyone turned to the courtyard. 

I gasped. No one there. 

I squinted into the shadows. The three boys had vanished. 

Jamie laughed. “Good one, Matt.” 

“No. Really —" I started. 

“No more horror stories," Dad said. “Save it for Creative Writing class." 


He had two suitcases under one arm and a carton of my stuff under another. Groaning, he lumbered 
toward the school entrance. 

Mom shook her head. “We know you have a good imagination," she said. “But why make up crazy 
stories now? It's really not a good time — is it?" 

Jamie laughed again and gave me a hard shove into the stone wall. She hurried to catch up to Mom 
and Dad. 

I gazed into the narrow courtyard. My eyes went down the long line of trash cans. Dark in there. 
Too dark to see clearly. 

Suddenly, I wasn't so sure I had seen three boys eating a dead squirrel. My eyes had to be playing 
tricks on me. My eyes and my brain. 

A few minutes later, I stepped through the tall, dark wood doors of the school entrance. The front 
hall formed a circle. A tall statue of a black bird stood in the center of the circle. 

It took me a few seconds to recognize the bird. A vulture. Its head was low under hunched 
shoulders. It was crouching as 1f ready to attack. Its dark eyes stared straight ahead. Its beak was 
open. 


A red-and-black banner on the wall read: GO, VULTURES. 


I saw Mom, Dad, and Jamie carrying my stuff down one hall. I started after them. But a tall, bald 
man in a loose-fitting gray suit stepped into my path. 

His head was the color of an onion and kind of shaped like one, too. His eyebrows, his lips — his 
whole face was all the same pale shade, except for his eyes, which were yellow-green. 

He flashed me a wide smile. “Are you Matt Krinsky? I’m the principal, Mr. Craven. Welcome to 
Romero." 


“Thanks,” I said. 


“I hear you're a soccer player," he said. His strange eyes locked on mine. 

“Yeah. I played at my old school,” I said. 

“The Vultures can use you," he said, nodding his round head up and down. * You'll have to try out.” 
“Okay,” I said. “Sounds good.” 


In the hall behind him, a group of kids moved slowly. Lockers slammed. Voices echoed down the 
long, curved hallway. 


Mr. Craven turned and called to a dark-haired girl in a purple sweater and short black skirt. 
“Franny?” He motioned her over. 


Franny closed her locker and came walking toward us, her eyes on me. 


“Do you have a few minutes?” Craven asked her. “This is our new victim. Oops. I mean student.” 
He laughed, a weird dry laugh. His yellow-green eyes flashed. I guessed that was one of his favorite 
jokes. 


Franny smiled but didn’t laugh. Maybe she’d heard it before. She had a nice smile. She tossed back 
her dark hair with a shake of her head. 


“Hi,” she said to me. “I’m Franny Roth." 


“Can you give Matt a quick tour?" Craven asked her. “His parents are unpacking his stuff in his 
room.” 


He turned back to me. “This school is very big and confusing, Matt. Everything goes in circles. 
Don’t want you getting lost in some endless hallway and disappearing forever. Ha-ha.” 


Another joke? 
“I can give him the tour,” Franny said. She smiled at me again. “Hope I don’t get us both lost!” 


A teacher called to Mr. Craven. The principal turned and strode away. He was tall and walked 
stiff-legged, as if he was on stilts. 


Strange dude. 


Franny led the way down the hall. I saw classroom doors and long lines of metal lockers on both 
walls. Kids moved slowly. I guessed they weren’t in a hurry to get to their next class. 


Franny waved to some girls in red-and-black cheerleader outfits. Just past them, a tall, skinny boy 
kept groaning and slamming his locker door with both fists. I guessed it was stuck or something. 


“Have you gone here a long time?" I asked. 

Franny nodded. “Yeah. Pretty long." 

"What's it like?” I asked. 

“Dead,” she replied. 

I waited for her to say more, but she didn't. So I said, “What do you mean?" 

“You'll get used to it,” she answered. 

Huh? What does THAT mean? 

Three boys edged past us, eyes straight ahead. They seemed to be stepping in slow motion. 


One of them did a funny frog croak, and the other two laughed, then copied him. AII three of them 
croaked like frogs as they moved down the hall. 


The air was cold and damp. The whole hall had that gym locker-room smell. You know. Sweaty 
and musty. 


“Why is everyone walking so slowly?” I asked Franny. 

She kept her eyes straight ahead. “Silly question,” she muttered. 
“No. Really,” I said. “Why is everyone walking in slow motion?” 
She frowned at me. “Don’t make stupid jokes,” she said. 

We turned a corner. I wanted to ask Franny to explain. 


But two huge dudes stepped up and blocked the hall. They had to be twins. They were tall and very 
wide. They had short blond hair and enormous heads with huge ears that looked like they would flap 
in the wind. 


Their black T-shirts stretched tight over their massive chests. Standing side by side, they filled the 
whole hallway. 


"Are you the new kid?” one of them boomed. 
I started to reply — but a choked cry escaped my throat. 
I stared at their eyes. They had no pupils. Their eyes were solid white. 
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I lowered my eyes. I didn't want to stare. They probably got a lot of stares, I decided. 
“Uh ... yeah. Pm new,” I finally said. 
^He's Matt," Franny told them. “Matt, this is Wayne and Angelo. They're twins." 
“Duh. Like he couldn't figure that out!" Way ne sa id. 


“Our parents could never tell us apart," Angelo said. “We used to change names and fool them. A 
lot of times, if one of us got into trouble, the other one got punished.” 


“We thought it was a riot," his brother said. They bumped fists. Their knuckles were nearly as big 
as my hand! 


“Once, Wayne pretended to be me for an entire week," Angelo said. “We were in different classes. 
He went to mine and I went to his. The teachers never knew." 


I hardly heard what he was saying. I tried not to stare, but I couldn't look away from those blank 
white eyes. 


“So you play soccer?" Angelo asked. He leaned over me. He was like a mountain. 
“Yeah. At my old school," I said. “I —" 
I didn't finish because a girl called to the twins. They swung away and lumbered over to her. 


As soon as they were gone, I turned to Franny. What's up with their eyes?" I whispered. They're 
totally white." 


Franny squinted at me. “So?” she replied. 
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I was beginning to feel a little confused. Franny's answers to my questions didn't exactly make sense. 
But now she was staring at me as if / was the one who was being weird. 


Wayne and Angelo strode back to us. Wayne waved Franny away. “We’ll take over the tour," he 
said. 


Franny nodded and gave me a thumbs-up. “Catch you later," she said. “Good luck.” She 
disappeared around the corner. 


Wayne put a big hand on my shoulder. It felt like he was pushing down on me with a baseball 
glove. “Show you the gym,” he boomed. 


We rolled through the hall. Kids actually slunk out of the way. Wayne and Angelo pushed through 
everyone like tanks. 


We climbed a tall set of concrete stairs. The Dining Hall stood at the top. I saw a lot of kids in 
there having an early lunch. 


"It's open all day,” Wayne said. “You have your breakfast there. And lunch. And dinner. Unless you 
go out.” 


“Go out?” I asked. “You mean you’ re allowed out?” 

“No, it's not allowed,” Wayne replied. “But you can go out.” 
They both stared at me with their blank eyes. 

Was Wayne making a joke? I didn’t know whether to laugh or not. 


Angelo scratched one side of his face. His skin was nearly as pale as his white-blond hair. “You 
like to prowl?” he asked. 


I thought hard. “Prowl?” 

“Yeah.” Both guys nodded. 

“Uh ... sometimes,” I said. My head was spinning. I didn’t know what they were talking about. 
“Well ..." A grin spread over Wayne’s face. “Then you have to go out, right?" 

“Right,” I muttered. 


I suddenly heard a terrible groan from the Dining Hall. Choking sounds. Someone heaving and 
groaning. 


Was some kid in trouble? 
Wayne and Angelo didn’t seem bothered by it. They didn’t even turn to the door. 


“The gym is up here,” Angelo said. He gave me a gentle push. “It’s a good gym. Everything is 
pretty new. And Coach Meadows still has the juice.” 


Did I hear right? 


“Still has the what?" I asked. 
Wayne pushed in the gym door with a big fist, and I followed them in. 


I heard shouts and the thump of a ball on the hardwood floor. In the middle ofthe gym, younger kids 
were playing a volleyball game. 


I stepped beside Wayne and Angelo and watched them play. The boy who was serving swung his 
hand up slowly and popped the ball over the net. The players on the other team lurched awkwardly 
toward the ball. Hands slapped wildly at it. Too late. The ball hit the floor. 


Wow, I thought. Everyone is so slow. If they all move in slow motion like that, I'm going to bea 
SUPERSTAR here! 


“Coach Meadows isn't here," Wayne said. “He only teaches the older kids." 
“He’ll be at our practice after classes," Angelo said. *We'll put in a good word for you.” 
“Thanks,” I said. 


I glanced back at the volleyball game. These kids were really lame. They needed to get moving, to 
get their energy up. It looked like they were all sleepwalking. 


“We have soccer practice in the afternoon and usually at night after dinner,” Wayne said. He leaned 
over me. “You don't have night problems, do you?” 


I swallowed. *Night problems?" 


He shrugged his big shoulders. “Sometimes I get moon fever," he said, lowering his voice to a 
whisper. 


Moon fever? 


“Like when the moon goes dark,” he said, still whispering. “Not when there's a full moon. A full 
moon, I’m there. I’m really there. Know what I’m saying?" 


I nodded. “For sure.” 
Angelo snickered. “My brother is totally weird.” 
Wayne shook his head. “Angelo gets the fever, too. He just won’t admit it.” 


The volleyball came bouncing across the floor toward us. I picked it up and tossed it back to the 
players. “I have to go find my family,” I said. “Is there more to the tour?” 


Wayne pointed to a red door. “That’s the locker room,” he said. Then he motioned to the green door 
farther ahead. “And down that hall is the Reviver Room.” 


Again, I wasn’t sure I heard right. “Reviver Room?” I stared at the narrow green door. 
He nodded. “You know. In case you need it.” 


Ive always heard that twins are strange. That they live in their own world. Wayne and Angelo 
were definitely proving it. 


I’ve read some good horror stories about twins. One twin is always good, and one is evil. 


But Wayne and Angelo both seemed like nice guys. I guessed that being identical like that just made 
them strange. All that talk about moon fever and a Reviver Room had to be some kind of private joke 
that the two of them only shared. 


“We’ll take you back to your family" Wayne said. We headed back to the gym doors. The 
volleyball game continued in slow motion behind us. 


We made our way down the hall, which was crowded with kids coming from lunch. A few of them 
called out to the twins. 


As we came to the stairway, I saw a book on the floor that someone must have dropped. I guess 
Wayne didn't see it. Because he stepped on it — and it slid out from under him. 


Wayne let out a cry, and his arms shot straight up into the air. He toppled into the stairway, 
struggling to catch his balance. 


And fell hard, headfirst. 
His head made a craaack as it hit the concrete step. On the next step, I heard a sick splaaat. 


Wayne groaned. Then he plunged down the whole stairway, his head thudding on every step. 
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I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. 
A strange silence fell all around me. 


I peered down the stairs. Wayne lay crumpled at the bottom. Like a wadded-up ball of paper. He 
didn’t move. 


Angelo stood beside me, gazing down at his twin. He didn’t speak. He didn’t move. 


I expected him to fly down the stairs to help Wayne. But he just stood there staring blankly. He 
didn’t look upset. He didn’t even look surprised. 


My heart thudded in my chest. Come on, Wayne — get up! Come on, move! Move your arms, your 
legs! I couldn't speak. I couldn't move. 


A group of kids gathered at the bottom of the stairs. Everyone stared down at Wayne in silence. No 
one screamed or cried out or dropped beside him. 


No one did anything. 


And suddenly, almost without realizing it, I began screaming: “HELP him! Somebody — get help! 
HELP him!" 


Angelo squinted at me. Like he was trying to figure out why I was screaming. 
His face was still totally calm. And he made no move to hurry down to his brother. 


Finally, I saw two teachers appear downstairs. They pushed through the silent crowd of kids. They 
unfolded a canvas stretcher and placed it on the floor next to Wayne. 


“Is he okay? Is he ALIVE?" I screamed. 
For some reason, a few kids laughed. 
What was funny about it? 


The teachers didn't examine Wayne or anything. They rolled him onto the stretcher. His body was 
limp. His arms dangled over the sides. 


The teachers strained to lift the stretcher. Wayne is a big dude. Finally, they raised him off the floor 
and carried him away. 


My heart was still pounding. And I heard the sick sp/aaat Wayne’s head made against the concrete 
steps again and again. I couldn't force that horrible sound from my mind. 


I jumped when Angelo put a big hand on my shoulder. He finally spoke: *Hey, Matt, it's a good 
thing you came to Romero. We'll need you to replace Wayne on the soccer team." 


Huh? 
My mouth dropped open. 


“Angelo,” I said in a shaky voice, “Wayne is your brother. Aren't you worried about him?” 


Angelo shrugged. “You know how it is.” 
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I caught up with my parents and Jamie in my room. The room was just big enough for a narrow bed, a 
dresser, and a tiny desk. 


“The bathroom is down the hall,” Mom said. “Can you handle it?” 
Do I have a choice? 


Jamie sat on the bed, texting someone on her phone. Dad gazed out the tiny square window, down 
to the playing fields below. Mom was stuffing my T-shirts into a dresser drawer. 


“Listen to me!” I cried breathlessly from the doorway. “Something is totally weird!” 
Jamie looked up from her phone. “Your face?” 

“Don’t make jokes,” I said. “Something horrible just happened.” 

That got their attention. 


I told them about Wayne. “His head hit the steps hard, and he fell all the way down. He just lay 
there at the bottom, all crunched up. He didn’t move.” 


“How awful —" Dad started. 
I raised a hand. “No. Wait. I’m not finished." 


I told them about how Angelo didn't move. *His own twin brother," I said. *He didn't shout or 
scream or call for help or anything. He just stood there. Like it was no big deal. None of the kids 
acted upset. None of them." 


"Matt, you must be exaggerating," Mom said. 


“No, I'm not!” I insisted. My head felt like it was bursting. I wanted to pace back and forth. But 
there was no room. 


"I'm telling the truth,” I said. “No one even bent down to see if Wayne was okay. It seemed to take 
hours for the teachers to arrive. And they just loaded him onto a stretcher and carried him away." 


“Tt said on the website that they have nurses on duty here twenty-four hours a day," Dad said. 


"That's not the point!” I screamed. “The kid didn't move. His head was cracked. I heard it. And no 
one checked him out. And all the kids ... they ... they weren't even upset." 


Jamie gazed up from her phone again. “They were in shock,” she said. “I studied it in Psych class.” 
“Huh?” I stared at her. “Jamie, listen to me. His own twin brother didn't even flinch. He —" 


“He was in shock, Matt," Jamie said. “The kids were in shock. That's what happens sometimes 
when people see something shocking, something totally horrible. It's like their brain freezes. It 
doesn't compute." 


“Jamie is probably right,” Dad said. “They won't react till later. Then it will hit them. The brain is 
funny. Sometimes it protects itself from —" 


“I don't believe it,” I said, shaking my head. “No way. If you were there, you would agree with me. 
It wasn't normal. It was totally weird." 


Jamie snickered. “There you go again, Matt. You're in this school for ten minutes, and what do you 
do? You have to turn it into a horror movie." 


Dad turned his gaze out the window. “Hey, look. A soccer game," he said. “Are you going to try out 
for the team?" 


He was changing the subject. I could see I wasn't getting anywhere with them. I decided to shut up. 


After lots of hugs and promises to call every day, they left. I watched them walk down the long hall, 
then disappear down the stairwell. 


Silence. I dropped onto my narrow bed, my brain whirring. 
My first time living away from home. My first day in a new school with all new kids and teachers. 
Did I feel lonely? Not exactly. Instantly homesick? Not really. Afraid? No, not at all. 


I couldn't describe how I felt. I just knew I was kind of emotional. I didn't feel like crying. But I 
knew I'd start crying if I let myself go. 


I decided that setting up my room might cheer me up. 


I'd brought a carton of my horror collection stuff. I knew I wouldn't have much room. So I just 
brought my favorite things. 


I had one bookshelf above the desk where I could put things. I pulled out my scale models of my 
favorite classic horror movie monsters. I had Frankenstein and Dracula, of course. Perfect replicas of 
the original movie characters. And I had a nice-looking Godzilla and a Wolfman with real animal fur 
on his face and back. 


My cousin works at the SyFy Channel. He sent me posters of their crazy monster movie characters. 
He sent awesome posters of Sharktopus, and Mansquito, and Frankenfish. I had just enough wall 
space to hang all three. 


Fixing up the room made me feel a little more at home. But I still felt kind of weird. 


I took out my monster-makeup kit and stood in front of the mirror over my dresser. I always liked to 
scare Jamie by making up my face, turning myself into a hideous ghoul or monster. 


I started to dab black makeup around my eyes. Then I made my face pale white. I marked in deep 
ruts in my skin to make it look like my flesh was coming apart. 


I don't know why I started turning myself into a ghoul. I knew Jamie wasn't around to scare. It was 
just something to do, I guess. Something to remind me of home. 


Or maybe I could stagger down the hall and scare a few kids. It might be a way to meet some new 
friends. 


I colored my lips black. And I painted a stream of bright red blood trickling down my chin. 
Not bad. I looked like a creature who had just come back from the dead. 


I was admiring myself in the mirror when I saw someone reflected in the glass. In the mirror, I saw 


her appear in the doorway to my room. 
Franny. The girl I'd met when I first arrived at school. 
She was staring at my back. She couldn't see my face. 
I ll give her a little scare, I decided. 
I spun around quickly, my eyes wide, my mouth hanging open. 


And waited for her scream of surprise. 
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"How's it going?" Franny said. She took a step into the room. 


I froze, openmouthed, my eyes deep in black sockets, bright blood trickling down my ripped-up 
face. 


Franny glanced around the room. “Awesome posters," she said. “Did you see the one about the half 
boy, half spider?" 


“Uh ... sure," I said. 


Jamie would have screamed her head off. What was up with Franny? She acted like my face was 
totally normal. 


Why didn't she ask me about it? 
"Are you learning your way around this place?" she asked. 
I shook my head. “Not really." The makeup was starting to itch. 


She picked up my Wolfman statue. “Want to take a walk? I could show you all the classrooms and 
places you need to know." 


“Yeah. Great,” I said. 

Why is she being so nice to me? Did the principal tell her to help the new kid out? 
"Let me just wash this off," I said, pointing to my face. 

She squinted at me. “You mean it's makeup?" 

“Ha-ha. Very funny,” I said. I grabbed a towel and headed down the hall to the bathroom. 


A few minutes later, we climbed the stairs down from the dorm rooms and began to make our way 
through the twisting halls. 


“I guess Wayne and Angelo didn't give you a very good tour,” Franny said. 
“Tt was okay,” I said. “But then Wayne took that terrible fall.” 


I shuddered. Once again, I pictured him rolling down the stairs, his head hitting every step. Once 
again, I heard that horrible sp/aaat sound. 


“Did you hear anything about how he’s doing?” I asked. 


Franny bit her bottom lip. “Not good,” she said softly. “They took him to the Reviver Room. But it 
didn’t take.” 


I stared at her. “Excuse me? It didn’t take?” 
“Yeah. You know,” she replied. 
“No. Not really,” I said. “I’m the new kid, remember? Tell me what goes on in the Reviver Room.” 


She studied me for a moment. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Did she think I was out of it 
because I didn't know what a Reviver Room is? 


“You go in that room if you are getting low or if you are damaged," she said finally. “And the 
Reviver turns on the power." 


We turned a corner. Franny waved to a group of girls. Two of them were up on ladders. They were 
hanging a red-and-black GO VULTURES banner over the hallway. 


We stepped under the banner and made our way toward the back doors of the school. 
I could see the gray sky through the windows. The evening sun was dropping behind the hill. 


“When he turns on the power,” Franny said, “the voltage is so high, the whole room shakes and 
buzzes." 


“The v-voltage?" I stammered. 

“The high voltage shock usually brings most kids back,” she said. “It totally revives them.” 
I stared hard at her. “Really?” 

She slapped me on the shoulder. “Whatever it takes — right?” 


We pushed open the doors and walked outside. A short staircase led down to the grass. I could see 
the green playing fields. Beyond the fields I saw a sloping hill. 


Two boys were tossing a softball back and forth beside the baseball diamond. The ball made a nice 
thud as it hit their gloves. They weren’t very good. They kept dropping the ball and having to go after 
it. 


I didn’t see anyone else outside. The sun was nearly down. The air had grown colder. 


Franny and I walked toward the soccer field. The breeze blew her dark hair back, and she leaned 
into the wind as we walked slowly. 


“So they took Wayne to the Reviver Room?” I asked. I couldn't stop thinking about it. 
“He didn’t come around,” Franny said. She kept her eyes straight ahead. 

“He’s gone." She said it ina flat voice. She didn’t sound upset or anything. 

“Poor Angelo,” I muttered. “He must be so sad.” 

We stepped onto the soccer field. The grass was as smooth as a golf course’s. 

Two huge crows cawed loudly as they flew over our heads. 

I jumped, startled. 

“You'll get used to the crows,” Franny said. “They think they own the place." 


I pointed to the tall black fence behind the soccer field. It rose up high over our heads and stretched 
the width of the hill. 


“That fence —” I started. 

“No one wants to go back there,” Franny said. “Too depressing. Too sad.” 
“Huh? Sad?” I said. What did she mean? 

Franny turned to me. “You don’t want to go back there — do you, Matt?” 
“No. Of course not," I said. 

Little did I know that I would be back there before long. 


And I wouldn't like it one bit! 
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The kids at Romero weren't very friendly. I mean, I found it hard to just start talking to anyone. 
I'ma little bit shy. So it isn't easy for me to step into a group of strangers and start a conversation. 


The kids I met in class and in the Dining Hall weren't unfriendly. They just didn't try very hard to 
talk to me. No one ever asked me where I was from or what my old school was like. 


I hung out a little with Angelo. I waited for him to say something about Wayne. You know. How sad 
he felt or how much he missed his twin. 


But he never mentioned Wayne. So I didn't, either. 

We talked a lot about the soccer team and how I was going to try out for it in a few days. 

And I met up with Franny a few more times. She seemed to have a lot of friends, girls mostly. 
When I walked by, they'd all stop talking till I'd passed. 

I wondered why they did that. But I didn't ask her. 


I had a funny feeling about Franny. I always had the feeling that she was studying me. Sometimes 
I'd catch her eyeing me intently. 


Did she think there was something strange about me? 

One afternoon, I asked her again how long she'd been at Romero. 

She tilted her head, thinking about it. “Hard to say,” she replied finally. 

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Huh? You don’t know how long you've gone to this school?" 
“Well, time gets messed up in your head,” she said. “You know how it is.” 


I didn't know what she meant. She was always saying these mysterious things. I decided maybe 
Franny was the strange one. 


A few days after I arrived, I was walking to class with Angelo. We stepped into the big round 
space in the middle of the school. It's called Center Court. It’s a huge open space with a high dome 
ceiling. Above my head, a balcony stretched all around. 


A large group of kids had gathered in the middle of the court. They were all gazing up at a line of 
kids along the balcony above. 


“What’s going on?" I asked Angelo. “What are they looking at?” 
He didn't answer. He just pointed to the balcony. 


I looked up in time to see a short, red-haired boy in dark jeans and a black T-shirt climb onto the 
balcony railing. 


My breath caught in my throat. 
What did he plan to do? Why wasn't anyone screaming or yelling for him to get down? 
Behind him on the balcony, kids watched in silence. No one tried to grab him and pull him off the 


railing. 

I froze in horror as the boy raised his hands in front of him, like he was on a diving board at a 
swimming pool. 

He leaped off the railing, leaped high in the air — and crashed to the floor with a sick thud. 


I opened my mouth to scream. But the air came out in a hoarse whisper. 
I felt my knees give way. I grabbed Angelo's shoulder to keep from dropping to the floor. 


The red-haired boy lay flat on his stomach, crushed to the floor, arms and legs spread out wide. He 
didn't move. 


But no one screamed. No one rushed to help him. No one made a sound or even moved. 


And then to my shock, kids started to cheer. I turned to Angelo and saw him clapping his hands and 
whistling. He pointed to the balcony again. 


Another kid hoisted himself onto the narrow balcony railing. He was a big, chubby guy with short 
brown hair and a round red face. 


"^N-nooo." A low moan escaped my throat. 


The kid wobbled up there for a moment. His hands flailed above his head. And then he took a 
flying leap. 
He crashed hard to the floor with a sick splissssh. He bounced once. Twice. Then he didn’t move. 


And before I could take a breath, a girl jumped off the balcony, landed on her stomach, and 
collapsed in a heap beside the chubby guy. 


Kids went wild, cheering and whistling and stomping their feet. 


"Angelo —” I grabbed his arm and shook him. “Tell me. What's happening? This is horrible! Why 
are they cheering?" 


He turned to me with a smile on his face. “One-Way Bungee Jumping,” he said. 
“But — but —" I sputtered. 
“Hey,” he said. He started to pull me to the balcony stairs. ““Want to try it? Come on, Matt. Try it!” 


A few minutes later, I called my sister on her cell. I knew she probably wouldn't believe me. But I 
had to tell her what happened. 


“They jumped off the balcony,” I said. “One by one. It was horrible, Jamie. They crashed to the 
floor. And everyone cheered. Everyone thought it was great.” 


Jamie laughed. I heard her shout to Mom: “It’s Matt. He’s still making up horror stories.” 

“No. Listen to me!" I cried. “I’m totally serious, Jamie. I swear. Everyone cheered when they 
jumped. My friend Angelo called it One-Way Bungee Jumping.” 

Jamie laughed even harder. “That’s a riot, Matt.” 


“No. It was sickening,” I insisted. “And then Angelo tried to get me to do it. Do you believe it? 
Luckily, the bell rang. Everyone had to get to class. And here’s the weirdest part ...” 


“Your brain is the weirdest part,” Jamie said into the phone. 
“Just listen,” I said. “Please. I-I’m really upset about this.” 
“Okay, Matt, what’s the weirdest part?” 


“The three kids ... the ones who j-jumped,” I stammered. “When the bell rang, they all climbed to 
their feet and walked away. They were perfectly okay.” 


Silence on the other end. 
More silence. 
“Jamie? Are you still there?” 


“Let me get this straight,” Jamie said finally. “You call me with this crazy story, right? And you 
expect me to believe it?” 


“Yes,” I said. “Because —” 
“You really think I have a chimpanzee brain,” Jamie said. 
“No. Listen,” I pleaded. “Please —” 


“No. You listen,” she said. “I like your stories, Matt. Really. They’re very creative. But why can’t I 
just listen to them? Why do I have to believe them?” 


My heart was pounding hard. I knew what I’d seen was incredible. But I had to share the story. I 
had to make someone believe me. 


“This school is weird,” I said. “I think —” 

“Gotta go,” Jamie said. “Andrew is calling. Bye.” 
“Andrew? Who is Andrew?” 

I heard a click. She was gone. 

Should I call Mom or Dad? 


No. Why give them a laugh? I knew they'd believe me just as much as Jamie did. And Dad would 
say I should be studying instead of making up horror stories. 


My stomach was rumbling. I realized it was my lunch hour. 


I didn’t have much of an appetite. I mean, how do you eat after watching three kids go splat on the 
floor? 


Sure, they got up and walked away. But in a way, that was even more upsetting. 
I walked to the Dining Hall. I told myself to try to push the whole thing from my mind. 


The big room was noisy and crowded. Chairs scraped the floor. Kids laughed and talked at the 
long tables. Women in white uniforms served food behind a long, steaming counter. 


It seemed like a normal lunchroom — at first. But I was here my first day. I knew it wasn’t like my 
old school. 


For one thing, it was too noisy. I mean, the sounds weren't normal. 
Kids were grunting and slurping and burping and wheezing and making loud animal sounds. 


I stopped and stared at a boy at the nearest table. What was he eating? It looked like he had a slab 
of red, raw meat in both hands. He shoved it hungrily into his mouth. The dark juice ran down his 
chin. 

Across from him, a girl had a huge gray blob of something. She sucked it down noisily. Then she 
opened her mouth in a ferocious burp. 

My eyes swept over the big, crowded room. The tables were almost all filled with kids eating big 
chunks of red meat and hunks of blobby gray things. Raw chicken? 

A boy picked up a large brown egg — shell and all — and shoved it into his mouth. Then another. 
Then another. 


Next to him, a girl pushed a whole tomato into her mouth. Juice spurted every where as she closed 
her mouth over it. She made a loud GULP sound as she swallowed. I could see the entire tomato slide 
down her throat! 


My stomach churned again. 

I dreaded coming to the Dining Hall. But I had to eat. 

I stepped up to the food counter. I saw piles of red, raw meat. Raw chicken legs. A pot of lumpy 
gray soup. 

What could I have? 


I ended up with a bunch of grapes and a bag of tortilla chips. I couldn't find anything to drink. The 
drink machine offered some kind of thick red juice that looked like clotted blood. 


I found Angelo at a table near the back and sat down across from him. His tray was empty. He had 
finished his lunch. 


“Can I talk to you?" I asked, scooting my chair in. 


A kid at the end of the table let out a burp that shook the table. No one laughed or raised his head or 
acted as if it was strange. 


"What's up?" Angelo asked. He had red stains on his chin. 


“Well ..." I didn't know how to ask about every thing. I didn’t want to sound stupid. But I felt so 
confused. 


“Angelo, why is this place so weird?" I blurted out. 
He gazed at me for a long time. Then he said, You're new. You'll get used to it.” 
“But —" I started to ask for a better answer. 


But before I could speak, a tall, dark-haired boy at the next table jumped to his feet. His eyes 
bulged. His mouth opened wide. And he squeezed his throat with one hand. 


"UNNNNNNNNNHH?' 

A horrifying groan burst from his open mouth. 

He wheezed. Then he let out another groan. 

It took me a while to realize he was choking. 

He twisted his body and grabbed at his throat. 

No one moved. The kids at his table sat watching him gag and choke. 

And then, the kid heaved his head back. A gigantic hunk of meat flew out of his mouth. 
He made a gurgling sound. It seemed to come from deep in his stomach. 

And then he began to spew. 


Disgusting brown muck splashed from his open mouth onto the table. Gallons of it. Gallons of thick 
brown vomit spewed up like an erupting volcano. 


p? 


“Do something!” I cried. “Somebody — do something 


Finally, the kids at the boy's table jumped up. They stepped away from the table. But they didn't 
scream or call for help. Their faces were blank. As if this happened all the time. 


“UNNNNNNNNH.” 


Another geyser of brown muck spewed over the boy’s table, over everyone’s food. It splashed onto 
the floor. 


I jumped to my feet. I held my stomach. I felt like I was about to spew, too. 


Still groaning and choking and vomiting, the boy staggered away from the table. He left a trail of 
brown muck as he stumbled out of the Dining Hall. 


I turned to Angelo. He had a toothpick in his mouth and was bobbing it up and down between his 
lips. 

““Wh-what happened?" I cried. “That boy —" 

“No worries," Angelo said. 

“Huh? No worries?” I shouted. “I never saw anything like that. It was horrible! That poor kid —” 

“He’ll be okay," Angelo said calmly. *He's going to the Reviver Room. You'll see. He'll be okay.” 

I shook my head. “Angelo, something is very wrong here. That kid definitely didn't look okay.” 


Later, I met Franny in the Study Room on the third floor. The room was set up like a library with 
bookshelves on three walls. Stretching along the fourth wall were tall windows looking down on the 
playing fields. 


Outside the windows, a red ball of a sun was lowering itself in the evening sky. Soaring crows 
made a wide circle in front of the sun. 


There were couches and comfortable armchairs to relax on and read and study. And low tables to 
write on or to hold a laptop. 


The room was crowded. It was a popular place to go after dinner. 
A sign above the door read: QUIET, PLEASE. PEOPLE STUDYING. 
But I pulled Franny to a couch at the back of the room so we could talk. 


She lowered her backpack to the floor and slid back on the leather couch. I dropped onto the couch 
beside her, eager to tell her about the kid in the Dining Hall. 


“Matt, why are you so wired tonight?" she asked. 
“Me? Wired?" I said. “How did you know?” 


She rolled her eyes. “You started drumming your fingers on the couch arm as soon as we sat down. 
Your whole face looks like it's ready to burst. ..." 


“Okay, okay,” I said. “So I'ma little wired.” I raised my eyes to hers. “It’s a new school, right? 
And there are some things about it —” 


She sighed. “That again?" She slid her backpack closer. “I thought we were going to do the science 
worksheets together." 


“Yeah. Fine. No problem,” I said. “But first can we —?” 


A tall, dark-haired girl from our class stepped up beside Franny. “Hey,” she said. “Are you doing 
the worksheets?” 


Franny nodded. “Yeah. If I can get Matt to get off my case.” 
“I’m not on your case,” I said. “I just wanted to ask —” 


The girl was staring down at me. She had straight black hair parted in the middle, cold blue eyes, 
and she wore black lipstick. “Are you the new guy?” she asked. She had a soft, whispery voice. 


“That’s me,” I said. “I should have a T-shirt made — NEW GUY.” 
I thought it was funny, but she didn’t laugh. 
“Pm Alana,” she said. She motioned for me to scoot over. “Can we do the worksheets together?" 


I really wanted to talk to Franny. I had about five hundred questions about this school I needed her 
to answer. 


But Alana was already squeezing between us. I had no choice. 


We pulled out our worksheets and leaned over the table in front of the couch to fill them out 
together. They were long and hard. Luckily, Alana knew this chapter in the text really well. She 
helped Franny and me out with a lot of answers we didn't know. 


I was desperate to talk to Franny alone. But every few minutes, the two of them would stop work to 
talk about boys in our class or some bit of gossip. Of course I had no clue of who they were talking 
about. 


So, the study session stretched on and on. It was pitch-black outside the row of windows now. The 
Study Room was nearly empty. 


Finally, Alana said, “Catch you guys later." She packed up her stuff and headed out the door. 
I turned to Franny. “Can we talk now?" I asked eagerly. “I have some questions. ..." 


Franny jammed her worksheets into her backpack. “Can it wait till tomorrow, Matt?” she said. “I 
really have to get upstairs.” 


She didn’t give me a chance to answer. She jumped to her feet. 
“But, Franny —" I frantically started to gather up my papers. I dropped my textbook onto the floor. 


When I looked up, Franny was already at the Study Room door. She turned back suddenly and 
walked halfway back to me. 


“Hey, Matt, I've been meaning to ask you,” she said. “When did you die?” 


I laughed. 
Did I hear right? Is she joking? 
I pinched my arm. “I don't think I died yet,” I told her. “I’m pretty sure I’m alive." 


Her mouth opened in an O of surprise. She dropped her backpack to the floor. Then she rushed 
over to me. 


She grabbed my arm and tugged me off the couch. 

“Hey — what's your problem?" I cried. 

She didn't answer. She dragged me out to the hall. A few kids looked up as we passed. I heard a 
boy laugh. 

Franny pulled me to the end of the hall. The lights were dim back there. No one around. 

She backed me against the tile wall. “You’re alive?" she asked in a harsh whisper. 

I nodded. “Unless you know something I don’t!” I joked. 


Franny grabbed me by the shoulders. Her eyes locked on mine. “Matt — don’t you realize what that 
means?” she cried. 


I stared back at her. *No. What?” 
“Tt means you and I are the only living kids in this school!” she whispered. 
I blinked. My mind went blank. I couldn’t think of a reply. 


"You're trying to scare me?" I said finally. I grinned. “Oh, I get it. This is something kids here do to 
all the new students?” 


“You idiot,” Franny said, shaking her head. “You really haven’t figured it out?” 
I blinked again. I suddenly had a cold feeling at the back of my neck. 


“This is a zombie school, Matt,” Franny said. “The kids here at Romero are all undead. They are 
all zombies except for you and me.” 


She was breathing hard. She had her hands drawn into tight fists. 

I finally realized she was serious. The cold feeling at the back of my neck sent a chill down my 
whole body. 

She studied me in silence for a long moment, staring hard into my eyes. “You really are alive?” 


I nodded. “I — I guess my parents didn’t know what kind of school this is when they enrolled me,” 
I stammered. “I mean, they found the school on the Internet. We didn’t have time to visit here or 
anything." 

Franny raised a finger to her lips. “Ssshh. It's very dangerous, Matt," she whispered. “We have to 
keep our secret." 





“Huh? Dangerous?" My voice cracked on the words. 
*We have to keep it secret that we're alive," Franny whispered. “We can't let anyone know." 


“But that's ... crazy," I whispered back. “If they're dead — or I mean, undead, how can we keep 
them from seeing that we're different?" 


Franny shoved my shoulders again. “Listen to me,” she said. “Listen carefully. Not too fast.” 
I squinted at her. “Huh?” 


“Don’t move too fast,” she repeated. “Walk like a zombie. Stumble sometimes. Stagger to class. 
Bump into the wall once in a while. Don’t show off by raising your hand in class. Don’t try to be the 
first one to answer Miss Whelan's questions. You have to act like you're undead, Matt." 


I stared at her, shivering from the chills rolling down my back. “You mean — I have to act like a 
zombie?" 


She nodded. 

“No. I can't," I whispered. “I’m out of here. I’m leaving now. I’m not even going to pack." 

She squinted at me. *Escape? Do you really think you can escape this place?" 

"It's pitch-black out,” I said. “I can run. No one will see. I can run to the highway and then —” 


Franny shook her head. “Did you see the crows outside? They're not normal crows, Matt. They're 
trained to guard the school grounds. You won’t get ten feet before they start screeching in alarm. No 
one has ever escaped.” 


I stared hard at her, my whole body trembling. I could see she was telling the truth. There was no 
escape. 


“So ... I have to convince everyone I'm a zombie?" I whispered. 


She nodded again. “If I can do it, you can,” she said. “If they find out we're alive, they'll kill us!” 


I hurtled up to my room. I grabbed my cell phone. My hand shook so hard, it took me three tries to call 
home. 


Dad picked up on the third ring. “Hi, Matt. How's it going?" 
“You — you enrolled me in a zombie school!” I blurted out. 
Silence on the other end. 


“Dad? Can you hear me?" My voice came out tight and shrill. “The kids at this school are all 
zombies!" 


I heard Dad snicker. “It’s Matt," he told my mom. “We put him in a school for zombies." 
I heard them both laugh. 

“You've got to listen to me this time. Please!” I begged. 

“Talk to your mom," Dad said. “She’s been really missing you.” 

He handed her the phone. “Hi, Matt. We were just talking about you. Really. We —" 
“Mom, I’m in danger," I said. “I’m not kidding. I’m in danger." 

“Well, Dad and I will be there next weekend," she said. 

“Next weekend?” 


“It’s Parents Day,” she said. “We’ll be there Saturday morning. We'll take care of what's upsetting 
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you. 


“No, you won’t,” I said. “Saturday might be too late. This school is a zombie school, Mom. The 
kids are all zombies.” 


"Are you making any friends?" Mom asked. 


I opened my mouth to answer, but I started to choke. Didn't she hear what I was saying? Didn't my 
words mean anything to her? 


“I can't make friends, Mom,” I said, sighing. “The kids are all dead. They are the living dead. Do 
you know what I mean?" 


“Yes, | do, Matt,” she replied. *You mean you are unhappy being away from home and in a new 
school. But you'll get used to it.” 


“Huh? Used to going to school with dead people?" I screamed. 

“Please lower your voice," Mom said. “Once you make some friends, you'll feel right at home." 
“PII be dead,” I said. “If I try to make friends ..." 

“Your dad wants to know if you tried out for the soccer team," Mom said. 

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’m supposed to try out tomorrow, but —" 

“Well, good luck. Let us know how it goes, okay?" 


I sighed again. Was I getting anywhere? No. Did she hear a word I was saying? No. 
“We’ll see you bright and early Saturday morning," Mom said. “Bye, Matt.” 
“Bye.” I clicked off the phone. 

“Bright and early?" I muttered. “Just in time for my funeral." 

A knock on my door made me jump. 

“Who is it?" I called. 


But the door swung open without an answer. Angelo and three other big, tough-looking boys burst 
into the room. 


“We just found out about you," Angelo said. 


I jumped off my bed and tried to back away. But I bumped into the dresser and nearly fell over. 
“Listen, guys —” I started. “Please —" 


“We just found out about you," Angelo repeated. “We just found out you were the allstar player on 
your old soccer team," he said. 


“I — what?" My heart was pounding so fast, I couldn't hear what he was saying. 


“Mikey here knows a guy who went to your school," Angelo said. He tapped Mikey on the chest. 
“That guy said you set the school records on your old team.” 


“Well ... yeah,” I said. I began to realize they were going to let me live. “I scored five goals in one 
match. But I had a lot of help. I mean, the whole team was really good." 


“So you're trying out for Coach Meadows tomorrow,” Angelo said. 

“Yeah. Sure. Okay,” I said. 

"We're not giving you a choice," Mikey said. The others all laughed. “We want you on our team.” 
“No problem,” I said. 

Just don t kill me! 

“Wayne didn't revive," another kid said. “So we need new flesh." 

"Right. That's me," I said. New flesh. “See you tomorrow after class." 

They turned and marched out. 


I stood there trembling. Was I going to be the next great zombie soccer star? 


“Matt, go in and play forward," Coach Meadows said. He didn’t look like a coach at all. He was 
bald and had a thin, saggy face with droopy eyes and drooping cheeks. 


He was skinny as a broomstick and a little stooped over. The whistle around his neck hung down to 
the waist of his gray sweatsuit. 


“I know you can kick,” he said. “I want to see good offense, too.” 

He motioned me into the practice game. Two teams — one in black, one in red — were already 
warming up. 

I pulled on a red sweatshirt and jogged onto the field. We lined up, and Coach Meadows blew the 
whistle to start the match. 


The red team kicked off to the black. The kick didn't go far. A black-shirt player kicked it upfield 
to a teammate. They kicked it back and forth to each other, running toward our goal. 


But they moved so slowly, I jumped in front of them and stole the ball. I dribbled it between my 
feet, then passed off to Angelo in the corner of the field. 


My kick was too hard. Angelo couldn't get to it, and the ball bounced off the field. 


Angelo tossed the ball inbounds. The other players lurched toward it. But I got there first. I 
dribbled it halfway down the field. 


I looked for someone to pass it to. But the players on both teams were far behind me. I was all 
alone with the goal in front of me. 


That's when I glimpsed the sidelines — and saw that everyone was staring at me. Staring hard. 
At first, I thought 1t was because I was playing so well. 


But then I remembered Franny's warning — and I knew why they were watching me with such 
unpleasant looks on their faces. 


Don t move too fast. Walk like a zombie. 
That was Franny's advice. And here I was, showing off my skills. Showing off how fast I was. 


I was so much faster than the other players, they were starting to suspect me. Starting to suspect that 
I was alive. 


I deliberately stumbled. I let the ball roll away from me. And I fell facedown onto the grass. 
A black-shirt player caught up to the ball and began moving it the other way. 

I pulled myself to my feet slowly. I turned and started toward the ball. 

Slow down, Matt, I told myself. Take slow, lurching steps. 

The other players were all moving in slow motion. And now so was I. 

I glanced at the sidelines. Coach Meadows had a smile on his droopy face. 

I was fooling him. I was fooling everyone. 

Slow ... slow ... 

The ball was loose. I moved in to kick it downfield. 

I gave a hard kick. I saw the red-shirt player in front of me. Saw his mouth open in surprise. 
I didn't mean to kick him. But my shoe slammed hard into his leg. 

I heard a sick craaaack. 

The boy uttered a gasp as his leg cracked. 

And then I screamed as the whole leg came flying off. 


The leg bounced to the grass. The boy's sneaker made a soft thud as it landed. The leg lay flat on the 
field. 


The boy stood there on one leg, gazing down at it. His eyes were wide with shock. “I ... don’t ... 
believe 1t," he murmured. 


My stomach lurched. I spun away. Dropped to my knees. Covered my face with my hands. 
“Oh, noooo,” I moaned. “What have I done?" 


I stayed down on the ground with my face covered for a long time. I wanted it all to go away. 
Everything. This horrible school. These frightening kids. 


When I looked up, the boy was being carried away on a stretcher. He was on his back, and he held 
the leg up high in one hand. He waved it at the sky like a trophy. 


I felt sick. I struggled to keep my lunch down. The ground spun in front of me. 
I realized someone had a hand on my shoulder. I gazed up to see Coach Meadows beside me. 


His face seemed to sag even more. His eyes were sad. He reached out his hands. “Stand up, Matt," 
he said. 


He helped pull me to my feet. My legs were shaky. I thought I might fall right back down. 
I pictured that leg lying on the grass. 

No blood. The leg cracked off, but the boy didn't bleed. 

“Don’t worry, Matt,” the coach said softly. “Stop thinking about it. It wasn’t your fault.” 
“But —" I started. My words caught in my throat. 

“These injuries happen all the time,” Coach Meadows said. 

“They do?” I choked out. 


He nodded solemnly. Behind him, the other players stared at me blankly. They didn’t react at all to 
a guy losing his whole leg! 

“You looked pretty good out there,” the coach said. He rubbed his bald head. “Actually, you looked 
very good.” 

Until I kicked a player 5 leg off. 

"Let's call it for today,’ Coach Meadows said. “Go to your room, Matt, and don't think about 
soccer. They took Davey to the Reviver Room. He'll be back in time for practice tomorrow." 


“He will?" I said. “Oh. Uh ... good." I didn’t want to act too surprised. I had to act like the other 
players. 


Coach Meadows blew his whistle. His whole body sagged, as if it took all his strength to make it 
work. 


“Tomorrow at four!” he announced to everyone. He flashed me a thumbs-up and slumped toward 
the back of the school. 


Most of the players started to jog up the hill with the coach. I walked slowly after them. 

But Angelo and his friend Mikey stepped up to block my way. They both eyed me suspiciously. 
"You're just ner vous — right?" Angelo said. 

“Uh ... yeah. l'm kind of ner vous," I replied. 


Mikey scowled at me. You're tense and pumped up,” he said. “That’s why you ran so much faster 
than us?" 


I swallowed hard. My mouth suddenly felt dry as cotton. 


I didn't want to be caught. Saturday was Parents Day. Maybe my parents could get me away from 
here before the zombie kids realized I wasn't one of them. 


I just had to be careful. Very, very careful. 


“Uh, yeah," I said. “Whenever I'm really pumped, I act like that. You know. Almost like I’m alive. 
But l'm not. Pm still dead, see. I mean, still undead. Whatever. Really.” 


That didn't come out right. 

The two big hulks didn't move. They continued to study me, their faces frozen with scowls. 
Mikey motioned to the field. “You were very fast,” he said. 

* Just nerves," I said. 

Angelo squinted at me. “Dude, when did you die?" he asked. 

“Recently,” I said. “Very recently.” 

They both nodded. 

“Catch you later,” Mikey said. 

They both jogged off toward the school. 

I stood there shaking. I realized I had sweat pouring down my face. 

This is what REAL horror is like, I told myself. 

I swore to myself if I survived this school, I'd never go to another horror movie. 


I just had to make it till Saturday. Saturday morning, my parents would arrive. Could I convince 
them to take me away from here? 


Could I convince them to save my life? 


Saturday morning, I woke up early. I skipped breakfast and waited at the front of the school for Mom 
and Dad to arrive. 


It was a gray morning with dark clouds low overhead. From time to time, lightning flashed in the 
black clouds. Thunder rumbled far in the distance. 


Perfect for a horror movie. 


In my head, I kept running over and over all the things I wanted to tell my parents. I knew it would 
be hard to make them believe my story. 


So I knew I had to show them I was telling the truth. I planned to give them a tour of the school that 
would convince them beyond a doubt that we were surrounded by zombies. 


The night before, I'd looked for Franny. I wanted to ask if her parents were coming, too. I wanted 
to ask if she was as desperate to get out of this zombie school as I was. 


But she was studying with a group of girls. And I didn't get to talk to her. 


I paced back and forth in the front hall. Most kids were still in the Dining Hall having their 
breakfast. 


Finally, I saw my parents' car curling up the long driveway. I shoved open the doors and rushed out 
to meet them. 


A light rain had started to fall. By the time my dad parked the car, I was fairly soaked. 

But I didn't care. It was Escape Time. 

First, we had a lot of hugs. My parents kept saying how much they missed me, even though it had 
only been two weeks. 

“Jamie misses you, too," Mom said. “But she'd never admit it.” 

“Where is Jamie?" I asked. 

“She had too much homework. She had to stay home," Mom said. "She's in high school, you know. 
They give a lot of homework." 

I sighed. “Here, too." 

We started to walk to the front entrance. "How's school going?" Dad asked. “Better than the last 
time you called?" 

“No,” I said. I stopped them on the front walk. “I really need you to listen to me. I need you to 
believe me. Everything I’ve told you about this school — I'm not making it up.” 

They both groaned. “Please, Matt. Don't start with that zombie nonsense," Dad said. "Let's have a 
nice day together and talk about rea/ things." 


“Wait. Wait," I said. I blocked their path to the front doors. *Let's make a deal,” I said. “Just give 
me a chance to prove my case. Okay? I mean, just keep an open mind." 


“But how can we —?" Dad started. 


I put my hands together like I was begging. “Just let me take you around this morning,” I said. “Let 
me show you some things and let you talk to some kids. That's all. Just don't make up your minds till 
after lunch. Is that okay?" 


They exchanged glances. “This is crazy," Mom muttered. “You’re keeping us out here in the rain. 
For what? You really want us to believe there are zombies in this school?" 


"I'm going to show you,” I said. “If you'll give me a chance.” 
Silence for a long moment. “Okay,” Dad said finally. “Deal.” 
“And then you'll drop the whole zombie nonsense?" Mom asked. 
“Open mind,” I said. “Remember? You're keeping an open mind?” 


I turned to the school entrance. I saw the principal, Mr. Craven, step out to the top of the stairs. A 
flash of lightning made his bald onion head glow. 


I turned back to Mom and Dad. “Okay,” I said. "There's Mr. Craven. Remember him? Get ready. 
Here's your first clue." 


Rain pattered on the walk as we made our way to the front steps. Mr. Craven had a big smile on his 
round, pale face. He had his hands in the jacket pockets of the baggy gray suit he wore every day. 


I knew he was eager to give Mom and Dad a big greeting. 


“Now be sure to shake hands with him,” I told them. *He's a zombie, so his hands will be ice-cold. 
Dry and cold. That's because he's dead." 


Mom frowned at me. “The man probably has bad circulation.” 
“Yes. Very bad circulation,” I said. “Because he’s dead!” 
“Ssshh. He'll hear you," Mom whispered. 


I heard a clatter of shoes on the walk. I turned to see a big black umbrella. A man and a woman 
were hunched under it, jogging quickly toward us. 


Visiting parents. 


They passed us and climbed the stairs to Mr. Craven. Craven’s smile grew wider. He greeted them 
warmly and shook their hands. He waved them into the building. 


We were right behind them. “Get ready,” I whispered. 


“Hello, Krinskys," Craven said warmly. “Hurry. Get out of the rain.” He held the door open and 
waved us inside. 


Mom and Dad started into the school. “No — wait,” I said. “Shake hands. Shake his hand." 
Too late. We were inside. 


The other parents closed their umbrella and shook it out. Mom and Dad wiped rainwater from their 
hair. Two more parents burst in behind us. 


“Mom, Dad — don't you see how pale the other parents are?" I asked. 
They frowned. “It’s a dark, rainy day, Matt," Dad said. “Everyone looks pale." 


“Welcome, everyone. Welcome,” Craven gushed, ignoring the raindrops running down his bald 
head. 


“He seems perfectly nice," Mom whispered. 


“You are welcome to wander around the school,” Craven announced. “It is Saturday, so our 
students will be relaxed and casual.” 


“They’re so relaxed, they’re dead,” I whispered. 
Mom shushed me and gazed at the zombie principal. 
“If you are hungry from your trip, breakfast is still being served in the Dining Hall," Craven said. 


“Yes! Breakfast!” I cried. I wanted my parents to see the disgusting stuff these undead kids ate. And 
the gross, sickening way they ate it. 


“Come on,” I said, pulling them by the hand. “Breakfast. You have to see this." 

“I don't think so," Mom said. “We had a big breakfast before we left." 

"Let's just wander around a bit," Dad said. “Show us what you've done to your room.” 
“No. Breakfast,” I insisted. “You don't have to eat. I just want you to see it.” 


They both shrugged. I led the way upstairs. I knew when they saw the zombie kids eating, they'd 
have to believe me. 


As soon as we reached the second floor, I could smell the food. For breakfast, the cooks serve huge 
vats of nearly raw eggs, pots of bacon fat, big gray pancakes that tasted like dirt, and fruit plates piled 
up with brown fruits that must have decayed ten years ago. 


The zombie kids lap it up. I usually had a bowl of Frosted Flakes with milk — unless they were 
serving sour milk that day. Then, I ate the cereal with orange juice. 


“Mmmmm. Smells good," Dad said, sniffing the air. “Reminds me of my school days.” 
“It won't," I said. I pushed open the double doors for them. “Come on in. See how zombies eat." 


I led them inside. I glanced around. Perfect. At the first table, a boy was shoving raw eggs into his 
mouth with both hands. He had egg yolk all over his face. 


Near the back, some guys were tossing a gray pancake back and forth like a Frisbee. Two girls 
were shoving black sausages into their mouths as fast as they could. 


I turned to Mom and Dad. They were watching the whole thing with shocked expressions on their 
faces. 


“See?” I said eagerly. “See?” 
Then they both started laughing. 
“Nothing ever changes,” Mom said. 


Dad shook his head. “We were much worse,” he said. “Wow. I remember the incredible food fights 
we used to have. The whole lunchroom would be covered in slop.” 


“Kids will always be kids," Mom said. “Just look at them.” 
“But — but — but —" I sputtered. “Don’t you see? These aren't normal kids. They —” 





“Of course they are," Dad said. He tugged my arm and guided me to the doors. “What could be 
more normal? Come on. Let's go. Mom and I want to see your room." 


“Take us around the school. Give us the full tour," Mom said. 
I sighed. So far, I was a total failure. How could I convince them they were in a zombie school? 


This was my only chance to prove I wasn't making up a horror story. I had to convince them. My 
life depended on it. 


I led them upstairs past the Study Room. Through the glass door, I could see zombie kids studying 
in there, tapping away on their laptops. 


Angelo wandered past. He waved and called out my name. 


“A new friend?" Mom asked. 


"He's on the soccer team,” I said. “But if he finds out I'm alive, he'll probably kill me.” 
The bell rang overhead just as I said that. Mom and Dad didn't hear me. 


“I like the calm atmosphere here," Dad said. “Everyone moves so slowly. No one is in a hurry. It's 
a very relaxed place." 


“Dad, they're moving slowly because they're undead,” I said. "That's as fast as they can move." 
They both laughed. 


"You're not convincing us," Mom said. She glanced at her watch. “You don’t have much time left to 
show us your proof." 


“T know," I said. 


We stepped into the Center Court in the middle of the school. I looked up at the balcony. And 
suddenly I knew. 


I knew I was going to convince my parents this was a zombie school. 


They were about to see the proof with their own eyes. 


A few kids gathered in the court. They moved in front of us. They all had their eyes on the balcony. 


A few seconds later, a girl peered over the railing. She had short blond hair tied in pigtails. She 
wore a black sweater over black jeans. 


“Watch,” I told my parents. I motioned to the balcony. “Just watch this. It's going to be horrible. But 
maybe you'll believe me." 


The girl started to pull herself up to the top of the balcony wall. 


“Oh. Hey,” Dad said. He fumbled in his pants pocket. He pulled out his phone. “Oh. Sorry. I have a 
call." 


He started to raise the phone to his ear. But it slipped out of his hand. 
The phone hit the hard floor with a c/ang. 


The blond-haired girl leaped off the balcony and hit the floor. She thudded heavily, and she 
bounced twice before landing in a heap. 


“Did you see —?" I started. Then I gasped. 

Both of my parents had their backs turned. They were both bending over to pick up Dad's phone. 
“PII bet it was Jamie," Dad said. He grabbed the phone and studied it. 

“Is it okay? Did it break?" Mom asked. 

"Didn t you see her jump!” I screamed. "Didn't you see what just happened? " 

Dad squinted at the phone screen. “It seems to be okay,” he said. 

“Check the call log," Mom said. “Was that Jamie calling?" 


I totally lost it. I started screaming my head off. “That girl jumped off the balcony!” I cried. *Didn't 
you see her?" 


Kids turned to look at me. I realized it was dangerous to scream. 
"Where?" Mom asked. “Who jumped? Where?" 


I pointed. The blond-haired girl was climbing to her feet. She brushed off the front of her sweater. 
She started to walk away. 


“She couldn't have jumped," Mom said. “Look. She's walking away. Why would you say such a 
crazy thing?" 

“Matt, it's time to drop the whole zombie thing," Dad said. “We gave you a chance. Now it’s just 
getting tired." 

I failed again. Failed. Failed. Failed. 

I wanted to jump up and down and scream and throw myself into the wall and — and — 


Wait. One last try. One last chance to save my life. 


I knew who could help me. I knew who could convince them. 

My parents wouldn't listen to me. But they would listen to Franny. 

Franny. The only other living kid in this school. 

Franny would tell them this is a zombie school. And they would believe her. 
Now where could I find her? She could be anywhere. 


And then I nearly cried out when I saw Franny step into the court. She wore a red-and-black 
Romero sweatshirt over a short black skirt. She had a bulging backpack on her shoulders. 


I guessed she was headed to the Study Room upstairs. 

“Franny! Hey!” I took off, running through the crowded circle of kids. “Franny!” 
She turned and waited for me. “Matt, what’s up?” 

“Did your parents come?" I asked. 

She shook her head. “Not this time. Yours?" 

“Yes,” I said. “I want you to meet them. I want you to tell them —" 

“Tell them?” Franny said. 


I turned. My parents had followed me across the hall. Dad was texting someone on his phone. Mom 
smiled at Franny. 


“This 1s Franny. She's in my class,” I said. 

Mom and Dad said hi. Dad frowned at the phone and tucked it into his pants pocket. 

“Have you been at Romero long?" Mom asked her. 

“This is my second year,” Franny said. She shifted her backpack on her shoulders. 

“Tve been trying to tell my mom and dad about this school," I told Franny. “But they don't believe 
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me. 
She giggled. “Really?” 
Dad rolled his eyes. “You’re not starting this stuff again, are you? In front of your friend?” 


“Tell them,” I said to Franny. “Go ahead. Tell them the truth about this school. They won't believe 
me — but they'll believe you.” 


Franny squinted at me. “The truth?" 
“Yes,” I insisted. “Go ahead. Tell them what's special about this school." 


Franny raised her eyes to the ceiling, as if she was thinking hard. She took a deep breath. Finally, 
she started. “Well ...” 


“I guess the /ibrary is really special," Franny said. “It’s open twenty-four hours a day, and they have 
thousands of books. And tons of computers with a very fast connection." 


“That’s nice," Mom said with a smile. 
“And the Dining Hall is pretty special,” Franny added. 


I groaned. “Franny, you know that's not what I meant.” My heart was pounding. I wanted to 
explode. Why was she doing this? 


“Tell my parents about the zombies!” I screamed. 
Several kids turned to stare at me. 
Franny scrunched up her face. “Zombies?” 


“Tell them what you told me," I begged. “You know. That this is a zombie school. That you and I 
are the only /iving kids here." 


Franny laughed. “Matt, tell me you didn’t believe me,” she said. “I was joking. You know. A joke 
for the new kid in school.” 


Dad slapped my shoulder. “Guess we won’t be hearing about that anymore,” he said. “Thank you, 
Franny.” 


“But — but —" I sputtered. 


Franny turned to the door. “I have to go study,” she said. She grinned. “You know. Meet up with the 
other zombies and maybe rip some live flesh while we do our math.” 


Mom and Dad laughed. 
I could feel my face go red-hot. I mean, my blood was boiling. 


Franny took a few steps, then turned back. “Matt, are you coming to the dance party after all the 
parents leave tonight?” she called. 


“Party?” I could barely get the word out. I felt so angry and upset, I was shaking. “I don’t think so,” 
I replied. 


Franny waved good-bye to my parents. Then she hurried away. 

“You should go to the party," Mom said. “You’ve got to stop living in your own world, Matt.” 
I didn’t answer. My head was still burning hot. My hands were balled into tight fists. 

"You've got to make friends here and try to fit in,” Dad said. 

Fit in? That’s a laugh. Fit in with a school full of zombies. For sure. 

“Franny seems nice,” Mom said. 

Nice? She’ a liar and a traitor, I thought. 


She was my last chance. And now I was doomed. Trapped in this school with the living dead. 


Trapped here — until the kids discovered I was alive. And then they'd make me undead, too. 
“What are you thinking about?" Mom asked. 
I shrugged. “I’m thinking I should show you my room. I made it very cool," I said. 
I tried to act ^normal" for the rest of the day. I didn't mention zombies. How could I? 


Parents Day was one of the longest days of my life. I couldn't really talk to my parents at all. I just 
kept thinking about how I was DOOMED. 


Finally, that evening, I said good-bye to Mom and Dad on the front steps of the school. I promised I 
would go to the dance party and tell them all about it. 


Then I hugged them and watched them walk to their car. A wave of sadness rolled over me. I knew 
it would probably be the last time I ever saw them. 


I didn't want to go to any party. I wanted to run to my room, lock the door, and hide under the bed. 


But before I could do that, I had to find Franny. I had to find out why she lied to my parents. Why 
she refused to save my life. 


I found her upstairs in her room. She and her roommate, Marcia, were in front of the mirror, 
doing each other's hair, getting ready for the party. 


I barged in without knocking. “Why?” I demanded. My voice came out higher and shriller than I'd 
planned. “Why? Just tell me why!” 


Both girls turned to me. 
“What’s your problem?" Marcia asked. 


“Tm not talking to you,” I said. “Franny knows what I’m talking about." I put my hands on my hips 
and waited for Franny to answer me. 


She turned to Marcia. “He’s the new kid and he has issues,” she said. 
Marcia made a face. “Issues? What does that mean?" 
“He’s crazy," Franny replied. 


She tugged me out into the hall. A lot of kids were already heading to the party in the gym. She 
pulled me into an empty room. 


“Matt, are you totally losing it?” she said in a harsh whisper. 


“Why didn't you tell my parents the truth?” I demanded. “Why didn't you tell them this is a zombie 
school, and you and I are the only living kids?” 


She put a finger on my lips to hush me up. 


“I want to stay alive. That's why,” she said. “Matt, there were at least a dozen kids listening to us 
talk to your parents this morning. Didn’t you see them?” 


“No,” I said. “I —” 


“I couldn't talk in that crowd,” Franny said. “I couldn't tell your parents the truth. If I did, we'd 
both be undead by now. I’m serious." 


I stared at her. “You could have saved my life.” 


She shook her head. *No way. Those kids were listening, Matt. They wouldn't let you leave the 
school with your parents. They would have gotten to you before you stepped out the door." 


I opened my mouth to speak but no words came to me. 

“They are watching you, Matt,” Franny said. “I think they are starting to suspect." 
That sent a chill to the back of my neck. 

*You don't understand how much danger you are in," she said. 

*You're not cheering me up,” I said. 


It was kind of a joke, but she didn't laugh. “Just be careful," she said. “Listen to me. At the party 
tonight, be very careful." 


If only I had listened to her ... 


My parents told me to go to the party and try to fit in. What a joke. 
I didn't want to fit in with the kids in this school. I kind of wanted to be alive. 


But Franny convinced me I had to go. She said if I didn't go to the party, kids would wonder why I 
wanted to be different. 


“I can do this,” I told myself. I figured if Franny could play dead and fool everyone, I could, too. 


I pulled on a fairly clean pair of faded cargo jeans and a black pullover shirt. Then I pawed 
through my horror collection. 


I was looking for something the other kids might think was funny. You know. Something to convince 
these zombies that I was a good guy. 


I pulled out the perfect thing. A human hand. Actually, it was made of rubber. But it looked very 
real. 


I turned it over in my hands a few times. I decided I could probably make kids laugh with it. So I 
tucked it into my jeans pocket and headed to the gym for my first party at Romero. 


I don’t know what I expected. Maybe black crepe streamers on the ceiling. Black candles. 
Gravestones for decoration. Music by the Grateful Dead. 


I pushed open the gym doors and gazed inside. It looked like a normal party. 


Red balloons bobbed overhead. Kids hung out around a long food table against one wall. Some 
kids sat in the bleachers, talking and laughing. 


A few girls danced together to loud music in the center of the floor. Some boys leaned against the 
wall, watching them. 


I strode quickly across the floor — then stopped. I remembered what Franny had said. Not too fast. 
I took a few lurching steps. I pretended to stumble. Then I staggered toward the food table. 

I could see kids in the bleachers watching me. I hoped my zombie walk looked real to them. 

Slow, Matt. Keep it slow. 


I waved to Marcia, Franny’s roommate. She stared back at me. I don’t think she liked me. Maybe 
she suspected I didn’t belong in this school. 


I wondered if she suspected Franny, too. 


I spotted Angelo and Mikey and some of the other soccer players at the food table. They held big 
hunks of red meat in their hands. They were stuffing their faces, gobbling and swallowing so loudly, I 
could hear them above the pounding music. 


I lurched toward them, remembering to stagger and stumble. I was halfway across the gym floor 
when Mikey suddenly erupted. 


A hoarse honking sound burst from his throat like a blast from a tuba. His eyes went wide. He 
grabbed his throat with both hands. 


Mikey staggered crazily over the floor, making frightening honking, bleating sounds. It took me a 
few seconds to realize he was choking on a big hunk of raw meat. 


Angelo stepped up behind Mikey and pounded him hard on the back. 

Mikey made a sickening ULLLLLP sound. 

Angelo pounded his back again. A few kids gasped as Mikey's big pink tongue came flying out. 
The tongue sailed several feet. Then it hit the gym floor and bounced once or twice. 

I gaped at it in horror. My stomach tightened into a knot. 

The tongue was moving! 

It wiggled on the hardwood floor. 

No one screamed. No one made a sound. 


Mikey stopped choking. He bent down and picked up his tongue in one hand. Then he hurried out of 
the gym, carrying it carefully in front of him. 


I made my way to Angelo. *Mikey's tongue —" I choked out. I couldn't keep the alarm from my 
voice. 


Angelo waved his hand. *He'll be okay," he said. *He does that all the time." 


My stomach was doing flip-flops. I kept picturing the tongue wiggling all by itself on the gym floor. 
But I tried to act normal. 


Angelo offered me a huge chunk of red meat. *Snack?" he asked. 

It smelled rotten. I forced myself not to make a disgusted face or back away. 
“No, thanks," I said. “I had that for dinner.” 

He blinked at me. “You coming to practice Monday?" 

I nodded. “For sure.” 


Angelo grinned and pumped his fist in the air. “The Vultures are going to kill this year!” he cried. 
"Kill, kill, KILL!” 


“Yeah. Kill," I repeated. 
The music changed. Some kids shouted: “Time for the Stomp! Everyone! Do the Stomp!” 


I watched in surprise as everyone formed a line across the gym floor. The music pounded, and 
everyone started a weird, stomping dance. 


Two girls I didn’t know pulled me into the line. They stomped their feet, then shuffled to one side. 
Then they stomped some more and slid the other way. 


Everyone in the gym seemed to know this dance. Everyone but me. 
I struggled to catch on quickly. 
Stomp stomp stompstompstomp slide. 


Stomp stomp stompstompstomp slide. 


“Ohhh,” I cried out as I fell into the girl next to me. We both nearly hit the floor. 


Another girl pulled me back up. I tried again. Everyone was doing it. Everyone was dancing and 
stomping and having a great time. 


Stomp stomp stompstompstomp slide. 

"Owww ” I slid onto my own shoe and tripped. I hit the floor. Banged my knees hard. 
The music stopped. I was still on my knees. 

A heavy silence fell over the gym. I turned to see everyone staring at me. 


Slowly, I climbed to my feet. “I’m such a total klutz,” I said. “I... uh ... l'm usually great at the 
Stomp. It's my favorite." 


Four grim-faced boys came marching toward me. They squinted at me menacingly. 
I turned to run. But some kids moved to block the gym doors. 


The four boys lurched up to me, hands on their waists. They didn't blink. They stared hard, as if 
studying me. 
A chill ran down my back. “What’s the problem?" I asked in a tiny voice. 


Pd seen these guys in the halls. They always walked together, kind of strutting. They waved and 
called out to everyone they passed. 


They were popular. They seemed to know everyone. 


All four of them were dressed in dark khaki cargo pants and black shirts that came down nearly to 
their knees. Like they were in a club or something. 


They were pretty okay looking for zombies. Tall and athletic. Three blond dudes and one with red 
hair. The red-haired guy had a black patch over one eye. 


Their skin was very pale and tight on their faces. Otherwise, they could pass for normal living 
kids. 

They formed a semicircle around me. They grinned at me, but their eyes were cold. 

"I'm Ernie,” one of them said. “How you doing?" 

“F-fine,” I stuttered. “Good party.” 


“You like it here?” he asked. He seemed to be the spokesman. The other three had their grins frozen 
on their faces, like they were wearing masks. 


“Yeah. Good school,” I said. 

Ernie looked me up and down. “You sure you like it here?” 

“Yeah. Sure,” I said. My legs were shaking like they were made of Jell-O. 

"Hard being the new kid, huh?" Ernie said. The other three boys snickered. 

I swallowed. “Yeah. But everyone's been totally nice," I said. My voice cracked on the word nice. 


Ernie's grin turned into a sneer. You're not too good at the Stomp," he said. He swung around to 
his friends. *Not too good, is he?" 


“Not too good,” the red-haired dude chimed in. 
"Maybe he needs to practice," another guy said. “You know. With us.” 


“Yeah. Maybe he needs to practice," Ernie agreed. “What do you think, Matt? Think you need to 
practice?" 


“Well... uh...” 


Before I could answer, Franny appeared. She pushed her way into the center of the group. “What’s 
up, guys?” she asked. 


“We were just making friends,” Ernie replied. “Trying to help out the new kid.” 
“Yeah. Making friends,” the red-haired guy repeated. His expression didn’t look too friendly. 


“Come on, Ernie. This is a party,” Franny said. She pulled me away. “Give Matt a break. Why do 
you want to get up in his face?” 


Ernie threw his hands up. “Just making friends," he said. The other three laughed. 
Franny dragged me away. “Those guys are dangerous,” she whispered. 


The music started up again. Everyone started talking at once, as if someone had pushed an ON 
button. 


Franny pulled me behind the bleachers. A food fight had broken out above us in the seats. Kids 
were heaving blobs of meat and rotten fruit at one another. The bleachers shook from all the 
commotion. 


“Those guys are really popular," Franny said. “They rule the school." 

“They weren't being friendly,” I said. “They lied about that." 

“They suspect you," Franny said. “They think you're alive." 

“I am alive,” I said. **We're both alive, right? How come they don't pick on you?" 
“Because I’m a better actor than you,” she said. 


Loud cheers rang out above us. The bleachers shook. A fat blob of meat came sailing down and 
squished at my feet. 


“T’m going to help you,” Franny said. “Here’s what we're going to do. First, you're going to dance 
with me. Dance like a zombie. Everyone will be watching you.” 


“Nice. No pressure,” I said. 


“Don’t make jokes. Your life depends on this,” Franny said, frowning. “After our dance, go over to 
the food table. Convince everyone there that you’re one of them.” 


I gulped. “You mean —?” 

A new song started. Another stomping beat. Franny pulled me out onto the floor. 

A lot of kids were dancing now. Strange, stiff-legged dancing, as if their knees didn’t bend. 

“You can do it. Just copy them,” Franny said. 

We started to dance. I kept my knees stiff. I bumped into Franny a few times. 

“Good!” she said. “Keep it up.” 

We danced a bit harder. I stumbled around in a circle. 

“Good!” Franny urged me on. “Now stagger right into the wall.” 

I followed her instruction. I staggered into the wall. Then I shuffled back to her. 

“Franny,” I said. I had my eyes on the bleachers. “Ernie and his friends — they're still watching 
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me. 


“Of course they are,” she replied. “Listen, Matt, P11 help you as much as I can. But you have to do 
every thing you can to make them think you are undead.” 


“Everything?” I asked. 


Franny gave me a shove. “To the food table. Now. Put on a good show, Matt. After a while, they'll 
stop watching you.” 


I had no choice. I staggered over to the food table. I saw a swarm of flies buzzing over the decayed 


fruit and plates of raw meat. Some of the meat had turned green. 


I held my breath to keep the putrid smell from my nose. I gazed down the table, searching for 
something I could possibly eat. 


No way. 

A tall, black-haired girl in a short purple skirt and purple sweater tapped me on the shoulder. 
Startled, I spun around. “Oh. Hi.” 

“Pm Evie,” she said. “Here. Have you tried this? It's just ripe enough." 

She picked up a blob of green, rotting meat and dangled it in front of my eyes. 

I tried not to make a face, but I couldn't help it. 

She laughed. “Go ahead. Try it." 


“I... don't think so,” I said. I saw Franny watching me from the dance floor. I knew I had to do as 
Franny said. I had to convince Evie I was a zombie like her. 


But no way could I eat that putrid raw meat. 

I grabbed a rotted pear from the bowl. “I... I like fruit," I told her. “Have you tried the pears?” 
"[' ve had six of them," she said. They're awesome." 

Evie waited for me to eat the pear. I gazed at it, and I nearly heaved. 


The skin had rotted off, and the fruit inside was spotty brown with green stuff growing on it. It was 
covered in deep wormholes. 


“Yummmm,”’ I said. 
I can t do this, I thought. I’m going to heave. I really am. 


Evie didn't move. Her eyes were on the pear. I turned and glimpsed Ernie and his three friends at 
the other end of the food table. They were watching me, too. 


I took a deep, shuddering breath. And held it. 
Then slowly ... slowly, I raised the rotted, wormy pear to my mouth. 
Every muscle in my body tightened as I opened my mouth — and shoved the pear inside. 


It felt dry and lumpy against my tongue. Like a dead frog. That's what I suddenly pictured — a dead 
frog. 


I couldn't chew it. My stomach was heaving ... heaving. 
I ... swallowed it whole! 


My whole body shook. I swallowed again ... again. I knew I'd never get that bitter, rancid taste 
from my mouth. Never. 


Evie smiled at me. “Good, huh? Try another one.” 
“Uh ... no," I said. My mind was spinning. 

How could I get away from this horrifying food table? 
“Want to dance?" I asked. 


She nodded. “Sure.” 

She took my hand. She started to lead me to the other dancers. 

Her hand was ice-cold. The cold made my whole arm tingle. 

Suddenly, she stopped. Her smile faded. She let go of my hand. Her eyes went wide. 
“Oh, Matt, nooooo,” she moaned. 

Then she turned to the other kids and started to scream at the top of her lungs: 

“Hey! He’s still warm! Hey, everyone — he’s still WARM!” 


I uttered a cry. I wanted to run. 

But Evie grabbed my hand with both of hers and held on. “It’s warm! It’s WARM!” she screamed. 

I tried to pull myself free. But she had surprising strength. I realized there was nowhere to run 
anyway. 

The music stopped. A crowd of kids gathered around Evie and me. Ernie and his friends pushed 
them out of the way to get to me. Evie let go of my hand and backed away. 


My mind spun. How was I going to get out of this one? I searched the crowd for Franny. But the 
faces were a blur. I couldn’t find her. 


Ernie stepped up inches from my face. He gazed hard into my eyes. “Matt, when did you die?” he 
demanded. 


Think fast, Matt. Think fast. 
“Uh ... last Sunday,” I said. 


Ernie narrowed his eyes at me. “That can’t be right,” he said. “I remember you arrived here at 
school two Sundays ago.” 


Panic gripped my throat. I could barely choke out a sound. 


“Uh ... let’s see,” I rasped. “I guess ... I died two weeks ago. No. Three. I remember it was a 
Tuesday.” 


This was not going well. 
The huge gym grew silent. The air suddenly felt steamy and hot. I had sweat pouring down my face. 


Again, I searched for Franny. No sight of her. Besides, what could she do to help me? She had to 
keep her secret safe. 


Ernie leaned over me. I could smell the rotted meat on his breath. “This is a special school,” he 
said. “I think you know what I mean by special.” 


“Yeah. Of course,” I choked out. 


“And we don’t want outsiders to find out about our school,” he said. “They might decide to cause 
trouble.” 


“No. N-no trouble,” I stammered. 

I gazed over his big shoulders to the gym doors. No way I'd ever make it. I was trapped. 
“Test him!” a boy cried from the crowd. “Give him the test.” 

I turned and saw that it was Angelo. Some friend! 

“Test him! Test him! Test him!” Some kids took up the chant. 


Ernie grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. He pushed me toward the gym doors. 


"Where are you taking me?" I cried. 


Panic made my legs quiver like rubber bands. I nearly collapsed to the floor. But Ernie held on to 
me. 


“What are you going to do?" 

“This way," Ernie ordered. He pushed open the doors and shoved me out into the hall. 
“Test him! Test him! Test him!” The chanting zombie kids came following close behind us. 
“Uh ... could I take a makeup test?" I said. “Maybe next week?" 


My words were drowned out by the loud chant of the excited kids. Their cries rang off the tile 
walls as we marched down the halls. 


The long halls twisted and turned. The school was built in circles. As we followed the halls 
around, I totally lost my direction. In my panic, it all became a frightening blur of empty rooms and 
gray lockers and dimly lit hallways. 


Until we stepped into the Center Court. 


Then every thing snapped back into focus. The wide, round, open space in the center of the school. 
The domed ceiling. The balcony circling the court, high above. 


Yes, I knew where I was now. 


I felt Ernie's hands on my shoulders as he guided me from behind. Guided me up the long, steep 
stairway that led to the balcony. 


“Nooooo. Please —" 
Was that me pleading in that high, trembling voice? 
Yes, it was. 


I didn't want to climb up to the balcony. I didn't want to be up there. Because I could guess what 
was about to happen. 


The noisy, excited crowd of kids stayed down below. And now a new chant rose up: “Bungee 
jump! Bungee jump! Bungee jump!" 

The words rang in my ears until my head felt about to explode. I knew. I knew what my test would 
be. The test that would definitely show if I was alive or undead. 


Ernie pushed me to the balcony railing. I gazed down. The kids filled the court, all eyes raised to 
me. Chanting ... chanting. 


The floor was a mile down. And solid marble. 

I knew I couldn't survive a jump. When I hit, l'd break every bone in my body. 
“What are you waiting for?" Ernie demanded, giving me another push. 

“Well ... I have a problem with heights," I said. 


“Get up on the railing,” he ordered. “Go ahead. It's easy. Once you pass the test, I'll get out of your 
face. Promise." 


Pass the test? 


How could I pass the test? 

I glanced down again. Big mistake. The sight of the hard marble floor so far below me made my 
whole body shudder. 

I shut my eyes. I pictured an egg falling from high up. Craaaack. Splaaaaat. 

I tried to back away from the balcony edge. But Ernie stood right behind me. I couldn't move an 
inch. 

“Bungee jump! Bungee jump!" The cry rose up from the kids down below. 

I wrapped both hands on the balcony railing and pulled myself up. 

Were these my final seconds of being alive? 

What could I possibly do to save myself? 

Nothing. 

I shut my eyes. I thought: Good-bye, Mom and Dad. Good-bye, Jamie. 


Good-bye, everyone. 


Then I remembered the fake rubber hand. 


I had tucked it into a pocket of my cargo jeans. Could that rubber hand save my life? I suddenly had 
an idea. 


I twisted my body so that Ernie couldn't see what I was doing. Then I pulled the hand out from my 
pocket. 


Gripping it tightly in my right hand, I pulled the rubber hand into my shirtsleeve. 
I leaned over the balcony. 
The chanting stopped. The kids grew silent. Everyone froze. 


I leaned a little farther over the edge. I could see the eyes all raised to me. See the eager looks on 
all the faces. 


I leaned even farther. Stretched my hands over the side. And dropped the rubber hand from my 
shirtsleeve. 


Kids gasped as it fell. It hit the floor hard and bounced two or three times. It rolled into a corner 
beneath the balcony and stopped. 


“My hand!” I screamed. “My hand! That's the third time! I can't keep it on!” 

Silence down below. An eerie hush as kids thought about what had just happened. 

And then a few kids cheered. Others laughed. 

Ernie patted me hard on the back. *Guess you passed the test, Matt," he said. 

We bumped fists. I was careful to use my left hand. I kept my right hand hidden in the shirtsleeve. 
“Back to the party!” someone shouted. 

“Back to the party!” 

I breathed a long sigh of relief. 


Ernie started down the stairs. Then he turned back to me. “Go get your hand,” he said. “P1 take 
you to the Reviver Room.” 


I nearly choked. “The Reviver Room?” 


I remembered how the Reviver Room worked. The high voltage. A shock so powerful it brings the 
dead back to life. 


“A few minutes in the Reviver Room will glue that hand on to stay,” Ernie said. “Come on. Pl 
wait for you.” 


He turned and clomped down the stairs. 
My victory hadn’t lasted very long. 


I hadn’t counted on the Reviver Room. Now, instead of being a smashed egg, I was about to be a 


fried egg. 
I made my way slowly down the stairs. I knew I didn't have any more tricks hidden in my pockets. 


I tried to come up with a new plan, a new way to fool Ernie. A way to keep him from leading me 
into that terrifying room. 


But my brain froze. I was too frightened to think straight. 


I found the rubber hand on the floor against the wall. I quickly tucked it back into the pocket before 
Ernie could see it clearly. 


He motioned to me from an entrance to the court. “Move it, Matt. A few minutes in the Reviver 
Room. Then you'll be ready to party again." 


I... dont ... think ... so. 

I had no choice. I had to follow him. 

The music had started up again in the gym. But my heart was pounding faster than the dance music. 
From the party, I heard loud voices and kids laughing. 

I wasn't laughing. 


Ernie led me to the door to the Reviver Room. I struggled to think ... think of a way to escape. But 
my brain was letting me down. 


Ernie opened the door a crack. I peered inside. Red light filled the room. I saw lots of wires and a 
wall of electric equipment. I glimpsed a metal chair in front of the equipment. 


"I'm kind of hungry,” I said. “Maybe we should get something to eat first. Couldn't you go for a 
few pounds of meat?" 


“Fix your hand first," Ernie said, staring at my shirtsleeve. “The longer the hand is off your arm, the 
longer you'll have to stay in the Reviver Room." 


The red light seeped out of the room and washed over me. 

Ernie opened the door wide. “The Reviver isn't here," he said. “But we don't need him." 
“The Reviver?" I asked. “Maybe we should wait for him to get back." 

“He won't be here till morning,” Ernie said. “This is an emergency. No worries. Go in.” 


He motioned me into the room. “Go ahead, Matt,” he said. “Take a seat in the Reviver Chair. It’s 
all hooked up. You'll get a good blast.” 


“A blast?” I uttered. My voice cracked. 

“Take your hand and hold it onto the end of your arm,” Ernie instructed. “Then ...” 
“Then?” I said. My voice cracked. 

“Then P11 throw the switch," Ernie said. 


I stepped into the red light. It was hot inside the little room. The electric equipment buzzed and 
crackled. 


I gripped the chair back with my one good hand. "Owww " The metal felt hot. 

“Sit down," Ernie ordered. “What are you waiting for?" 

Well ... I'd just like to take a few more breaths before you FRY me to a crisp. 

I started to lower myself onto the hot metal chair. But I stood straight up when I heard voices. 
Through the open door, I saw two of Ernie's friends come running up to him. 

“Hey — here he is!” 

"Ernie — what are you doing here?" 

“We’ve been looking all over for you. Come on, dude. Come back to the party." 

“Hurry. The Stomp Contest is starting. We need you, dude.” 


Ernie tried to explain to them what was happening. But they didn't give him a chance. They pulled 
him away, back toward the gym. 


I stood there holding my breath till I heard the gym doors close behind them. Then I ran out of the 
Reviver Room. 


I slammed the door behind me. I blinked in the bright light. 

I couldn't help myself. I lost it. I did a happy dance. “I’m alive! l'malive! ALIVE!” 

I stopped in middance. I suddenly realized the words I was shouting could get me killed. 

I glanced up and down the hall. No one there. I could hear the pounding drumbeats of the music in 
the gym. 


I realized my hand was still tucked into my shirtsleeve. I pushed it out and moved the fingers to get 
the blood flowing. 


Tomorrow, I'll tell Ernie I threw the switch myself, I decided. I'll tell him it worked perfectly, 
and my hand is back. 


I decided not to return to the party. I wanted to go up to my room and celebrate my good luck. 


The kids all thought I was undead now. I had passed the test. I could relax now. No more 
suspicious stares. No kids following me around, watching my every move. 


The rubber hand was a stroke of genius. 

"l'ma genius!” I told myself. “A genius!” 

“Hey — what are you so happy about?" a voice behind me boomed. I spun around. Angelo. 
How long has he been standing there? 


How much has he heard? 


I raised my right hand and wiggled the fingers. Then I pointed to the Reviver Room. 

“All fixed,” I said. 

Angelo grabbed my wrist and studied the hand. He turned it over and rubbed his fingers along the 
skin. 

“Wow. Perfect," he said. “You’d never know it fell off.” 

I nodded. “Yeah. I got lucky,” I said. 

“Hey, your hand is warm,” he said. He eyed me suspiciously. 

“From the high voltage,” I said. 

He nodded. “You going back to the party?” 

“No,” I said. “All that electricity kind of wiped me out.” 

“Catch you at practice,” Angelo said. He waved good-bye and headed back to the gym. 


I couldn't keep a grin from spreading over my face. “Matt, you're definitely a genius!" I told 
myself. 


Guess how long I stayed a genius. 


The next morning, I woke up with another brilliant idea. 


Since the day I arrived at Romero, I noticed something strange and a little creepy about the kids. 
Most of the undead kids had a pale blue tint to their skin. 


I had proved to them at the dance that I was a zombie, too. But I still needed to do every thing I 
could to keep them from guessing the truth about me. 


That meant I should have pale blue skin, too. 


No problem. I took out my horror-makeup kit. And I very carefully dabbed a blue tint over my face, 
my neck, and my arms and hands. 


When I finished, I checked myself out in the mirror. Yes. The color was perfect. Just a hint of blue. 


I got dressed and hurried down the hall. I wanted to show off my skin to Franny. I knew she’d agree 
that Matt the Genius had struck again. 


But she wasn’t in her room. She had already gone to breakfast. 


I walked through the crowded halls with confidence. No one turned to stare at me. No one 
followed me, hoping to prove I was alive. 


I was accepted. I was one of them. 


Everything went perfectly — until gym class. 


"We're going to run track indoors today,” Coach Meadows announced. He blew his whistle. His 
whole body appeared to deflate every time he blew it. 


He had us run laps around the gym. I ran between Angelo and another guy from the soccer team 
named Steven. 


You couldn't really call it running. It was more like stumbling and staggering. Angelo was talking 
about a soccer match the Vultures were playing against a team called the Spotted Owls. 


“Why would anyone name a team that?" Angelo demanded. “What kind of name is Spotted Owls?” 
Steven agreed. 


“Maybe they don't give a hoot,” I joked. I thought it was pretty funny. But neither one of them 
laughed. I was beginning to catch on that zombies didn't laugh very much. 


We ran another lap. Kids trotted slowly, lurching and stumbling. One boy staggered right into the 
gym wall and then fell flat on his butt. No one seemed to notice. 


It felt good to run, even slowly. We didn’t get much exercise at this school. I think that’s because 
the undead kids were afraid of body parts falling off. 


I let Angelo and Steven run ahead. I wanted a little freedom. A few moments to stretch my muscles 
and move by myself. 


Halfway around the gym again, I thought I saw some kids watching me. 
I scolded myself. Matt, don t start imagining things. You've got them all fooled — remember? 


But I wasn’t imagining it. I passed the locker room door and kept trotting. Some boys moved 
forward to trot right behind me. 


I saw others turn and stare. 
What was up with that? Just about everyone was staring hard at me now as we all lapped the gym. 
My heart started to race. I knew something was wrong. But what could it be? 


As I came around again, I grabbed the handle to the locker room door. I pulled the door open and 
hurried inside. 


The air was hot and steamy in the narrow locker room. Someone had left a shower running. 


I hurried up to the mirror. I saw kids coming up behind me. What had I done wrong? Why were they 
chasing after me? 


Frantically, I rubbed the mist off the mirror with my hand. I stared into the glass. 
I knew instantly that I'd made two mistakes. 
The first mistake: I was sweating. Zombies do not sweat. 


Mistake number two: The blue makeup. My sweat made the blue makeup run. And it had run onto 


my white gym T-shirt. 
A deep blue stain ran around the collar of the shirt. 


I spun around. A large gang of boys had jammed the locker room. Most of them were staring at the 
sweat pouring down my face and the ring of blue on my shirt. 


“Uh ... this isn’t what it looks like," I said. “I mean ... I was testing something ... for Halloween. I 
mean ..." 


My explanation was not going over. 


A huge mountain of a kid grabbed the front of my shirt. He rubbed a hand on my sweaty cheeks. 
And the blue makeup came off on his fingers. 


“Uh-oh,” he said softly. “Uh-oh. Uh-oh.” 


He pulled my T-shirt tighter. And then he blinked a few times, startled. “Hey — this dude has a 
heartbeat!” he boomed. “I can hear it. A heartbeat!" 


Uh-oh. 

No way to talk my way out of this one. 

Their angry cries rang out through the steamy air. 

I ducked my head and took off. I darted right between the big guy's legs. 

Hands grabbed for me. Guys stumbled toward me. 

But I ran right through them. That was the one advantage of being alive. I was faster than them. 

I rocketed to the locker room door. Shoved it open with both hands and ran full speed into the gym. 


A few kids were still trotting around the floor. Coach Meadows looked up. He opened his mouth to 
call to me. But I was already out of there. 


I hurtled out the back door. The afternoon sun was low 1n the sky. Shielding my eyes, I ran toward 
the playing fields. 


Where was I headed? I didn't know. I only knew I had to get away from these guys. 


Glancing back, I saw eight or ten of them come bursting out the back door. They weren't going to 
give up. They knew they had a living kid in school. 


And they didn't want me to stay alive for long. 

My sneakers slid on the smooth grass. I ran across the soccer field. 

Behind me, they grunted and groaned as they forced their dead legs forward. 
I had a good head start. And I could run a lot faster. 


But they didn't give up. They just kept coming. Waving their arms in front of them as 1f ready to 
grab me at any moment. 


I was breathing hard. But my legs felt strong. I knew I could outrun them. 

I was nearly across the soccer field when I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head. 

I was hit. A soccer ball hit me in the back of the head. I stumbled forward. 

Fell hard. 

I was down. Down on the grass. 

Caught. The zombies had me. 

Their ugly grunts and groans grew louder as they staggered toward me. 

I raised my head, stunned. Pain rolled down my body. The back of my head throbbed. 
“Ohhhh.” A low moan escaped my throat as I spread both hands on the grass. 


I gave a hard push and forced myself to stand. 


Behind me, I glimpsed a zombie kid fall and start to roll toward me. Another guy tripped over him 
and went down. But several others kept coming, hands outstretched to grab me. 


I took a deep breath. I shook off my dizziness and took off again. 
But I didn't have far to run. 


At the back of the soccer field, I ran right up to the tall black fence. It rose like a wall, high above 
my head. I glanced from side to side. The fence seemed to stretch forever. 


A cry of panic escaped my throat. The groaning zombies moved closer. They had me trapped 
against the fence. 


I turned and started to run full speed. I searched for a door ... a gate ... an opening ... a crack. 
Anything I could slip through. 


Nothing. No way through. 


Behind me, I saw a zombie kid stumble and fall. Two kids fell on top of him. The others stopped to 
help them to their feet. 


I spotted a big, square rock poking up from the grass. Catching my balance, I gazed at it for a 
moment. 


Then, I didn't think. I just moved. 


I took a few steps back. Came running at the rock. Took a long leap onto it. Hoisted my hands high 
over my head. And flew up to the top of the fence. 


I wrapped both hands over the top — and swung myself up. 


“Whooooa!” I uttered a long cry as I sailed over the top of the fence and dropped onto the dirt on 
the other side. 


"Oooof. " I landed hard on my back. The collision with the ground knocked the wind from my 
lungs. 


I lay there choking and gasping. I could hear the low groans and muttering from the zombie kids on 
the other side of the fence. 


Did they see me hurtle over the fence? 
I was still on my back. I stared up to the top of the fence. I expected to see them follow me over it. 


But I heard their clumsy footsteps move along the high fence. Their shouts and groans faded. They 
hadn’t seen me. They kept running. 


With a sigh of relief, I stood up. My legs felt shaky. I steadied myself. 

I brushed dirt off the front of my clothes and glanced around. 

To my surprise, I was standing in a graveyard. 

Rows and rows of low gravestones poked up from the flat dirt. The stones were white and looked 
pretty new. 


The graveyard was completely walled in. The fence rose high above me, and I didn’t see a door or 
a gate anywhere. 


I was totally boxed in. Yes, I was safe from the zombie kids on the other side. But the sun was 
going down. Soon, it would be dark. 


I didn't want to be trapped in this graveyard in the dark. No way. 


I listened hard. The voices on the other side had vanished. Had the zombie kids given up and gone 
back to the school? 


A sudden wind blew through the graveyard, making some of the stones creak. I turned and started to 
walk between the first two rows of graves. 


“Whoa.” I stopped about three graves in. Stopped and stared at the name on the tombstone. 

Way ne. Angelo’s brother. 

And the next stone? It was Angelo’s. 

The twins were buried here. Did that mean all of the zombie Romero kids had their gravestones in 
this cemetery? 

Yes. On the end of the row, I saw Ernie’s grave. And a few stones down the stone was engraved for 
Angelo’s friend Mikey. 

Each name sent a chill down my back. 


The kids were all buried here. But of course most of the graves were empty. Because the kids were 
undead. Because they had climbed up from their graves and ... and ... 


I read the name on the next grave and gasped in shock. I froze. My eyes bulged. I had to read the 
name a second time. 
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“Oh, noooooo,” I moaned. “I... don’t ... believe ... it. 


Franny's tombstone. 
I was staring at Franny's tombstone. 
*She lied to me," I murmured. 


Franny was a zombie, too. She told me she was alive. She said the two of us were the only living 
kids at Romero. 


Why did she lie? 

My mind began to spin. All the things she said to me flashed back into my brain. 

She lied. She lied. She lied. 

Franny only pretended to be my friend. She only pretended that she wanted to help me. 

Why? Because she was watching me the whole time. Spying on me. 

That had to be the truth. She pretended to be my friend so she could spy on me for the other zombie 
kids. 

I suddenly felt like a total jerk. 

I believed her. I trusted her. I really liked her. 

She was lying the whole time. 


And now here I was, trapped in this graveyard. Staring at the tombstones of all the kids in the 
school. Kids who didn't want me to stay alive. 


I spun away from Franny's grave. I began walking along the fence. I searched for a way out. And I 
listened for the zombie kids to return. 


But it was silent on the other side. I remembered Franny saying no one ever wanted to come back 
here because it was so sad and depressing. 


She was right. 
I made a complete survey of the high fence. No door. No exit of any kind. 


I sat down and leaned my back against the fence. I watched the sun slowly drop. Long shadows fell 
over the graveyard. Then ... total darkness. 


I shivered. The wind was cold and sharp. I hugged my knees and waited. 
How long would I be here? Forever? 


My stomach growled. I suddenly realized I was starving. In the dark, the tombstones looked like 
big teeth poking up from the ground. 


How late was 1t? I couldn't tell. The moon was hidden by heavy clouds. 
I jumped when I heard a sound nearby. At the fence. A soft thump. 
Then a scraping sound. Another soft thump. 


I climbed to my feet and turned toward the sound. 


In the gray light, I saw something move on the fence. I couldn't tell what it was. I walked closer. 
Slowly. Carefully. 


It slithered and bumped at the wood planks. I stopped, squinting hard at it. 
At first I thought it was a snake. Then I saw two of them. 

Two long snakes stretching down the wall? 

I took a step closer. Then another. No. Not snakes. A rope ladder. 
Someone had tossed a rope ladder over the fence. I walked up to it. 
"Who's there?" I called. 


Silence. 


*Who's there?" I repeated. The gusting wind muffled my voice. “Who’s there? Who flung this rope 
ladder down?” 


No answer. 

I tightened my hands around the sides of the ladder. The rope felt rough against my palms. 
I hoisted myself up onto the lowest rung. 

*Who's there?" I tried again. 

No answer. 

Was it a trap? 

I had no choice. I couldn't hide in this graveyard forever. I had to take a chance. 

I slid my hands higher and pulled myself to the top. 


I stared down at Franny, who was holding the other end of the rope ladder. 


“Hurry,” she whispered. She glanced behind her toward the school. “I guessed where you were 
hiding. But someone might have followed me." 


I scrambled down the ladder. I was happy to be on the other side, out of the graveyard. 
I wiped my hands on my shirt. Then I turned to Franny. 

The moon floated out from behind the clouds. Moonlight washed over her pale face. 
“You lied to me,” I said. You're one of them." 

She lowered her eyes. “I know,” she replied in a whisper. 

“Why?” I asked. 

Clouds made her face darken again. She flickered in and out of shadows, like a ghost. 
“I had to," she said. “They made me.” 


She tugged the rope ladder off the wall. She folded it carefully between her hands. Then she tossed 
it to the ground by the fence. 


“Its not safe here,” she said. She glanced to the school again. 
“Tell me the truth,” I insisted. “What do you mean they made you?” 


She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “They said I had to spy on you. They need to know about every 
new kid. Just to make sure a live one doesn't come here by mistake. So ... it was my turn to spy on 
the new kid. You." 


“I don't understand,” I said. “Why did you help me? If you were spying on me, why did you help 
me fool them?" 


She glanced away. “I just liked you,” she said. “It’s been so long since I hung out with a living kid. 
So I tried to help you keep your secret." 


* But __ 
She raised a hand to silence me. “They’re going to be waiting for you,” she said. 
I swallowed. “You mean I can’t go back to my room?" 


“It doesn't matter," she said. "They're going to be waiting for you in the morning. They said they're 
going to give you the final test. The test to see once and for all if you really are undead." 


“Oh, wow." I shook my head. A cold shudder ran down my back. 
I grabbed her arm. “Franny — tell me. What's the final test?" 


Her eyes locked on mine. “Okay,” she whispered. “This is the final test. First, they throw you in the 
old stone quarry and force you to stay underwater.” 


“F-for how long?" I stammered. 


“At least twenty minutes," she answered. “But there's a lot more, Matt. A kid from the high school 
is going to run his SUV over you. Then they will throw you off Leapers' Cliff. You know — that rock 
cliff overlooking town?" 


My mouth hung open. I could feel the blood pulsing at my temples. 


"That's the final test?" I croaked. “They drown me. They run an SUV over me. And they heave me 
over a cliff?" 


Franny nodded. “A lot of kids pass the test easily.” 

“But I can t!” I cried. “I can’t pass that test. Pm alive!” 

She started walking toward the school. I hurried to catch up to her. 
“Franny,” I said. “What can I do? How can I survive that test?" 


She turned to me, her eyes wide with sadness. “I don't know,” she said. “I sure hope you think of 
something. Good luck, Matt." 


I sneaked back into my room. I had a few bags of potato chips hidden in a dresser drawer. I gulped 
them down for my dinner. 


I kept all the lights off in case someone came looking for me. I climbed into bed, but I couldn't fall 
asleep. 


My brain was churning. I could almost hear it chugging away in my head, sending out all kinds of 
crazy thoughts. 


There Aad to be a way to survive the test. If only it didn't involve drowning, getting run over, and 
being tossed over a cliff. 


I was drenched in sweat. I jumped out of bed in a total panic. It was two in the morning. I knew I'd 
be awake all night. But I was too frightened to think clearly. 


I paced back and forth in my tiny room. Finally, my eyes landed on the rubber hand I'd used at the 
party. That hand got me out of trouble — at least for a while. 


Maybe ... maybe ... 

I began to get an idea. 

What if I distracted them? What 1f I used my horror makeup and all my horror stuff? What if I did it 
right this time? 

Maybe I could make myself look so much like a zombie, they wouldn't bother with the test. 

That was my idea. 

A desperate 1dea, for sure. But what else could I try? 

I went to work. I wanted to turn myself into something horrifying, a creature of the undead. 

I ripped long gashes in my jeans and T-shirt. I painted a big, blood-soaked open wound on my 
chest. 

I studied it in the mirror. The bleeding wound looked so real, it made my stomach leap. 


I dragged out these funny trick shoes my dad bought me in a Hollywood costume store. The shoes 
were cut in front. They made it look as if my toes had been sliced off. 


I sat down in front of the mirror with my makeup kit and fake skin pieces. I worked slowly and 
carefully. I gave myself the best horror makeup job I'd ever done. 


My chin and cheeks dripped with decaying globs of skin. I gave myself one empty eye socket, just a 
deep black hole where my eye should be. I marked deep gashes in my throat. I put blood-soaked 
streaks in my hair. 


That was all good, but I wasn't finished. I turned one arm into a bloody stump. Then I hid the other 
arm under my T-shirt. 


Nice touch, I thought. 


I studied myself in the mirror. “Disgusting,” I murmured to myself. “Totally gross and disgusting.” 

I had turned myself into the most zombie-looking zombie in the history of zombies. 

But would it be enough to impress the real zombies in my school? 

Would it be enough to save my life? 

I'd soon find out. It was morning. I opened the door. They were all waiting for me outside my 
room. 

I staggered toward them, my heart pounding. 


Could I fool them? 


I lurched into the hall. I grunted like a zombie. I stared at them with my one good eye. 


There had to be at least fifty kids jamming the narrow hall. They had all come to watch me take the 
big test. 


They backed up as I staggered out of my room. 
No one spoke. No one made a sound. 
Were they shocked? Were they impressed? Was my plan working? 


I held my bloodstained stump in front of me and walked like a zombie. Some of the kids were 
staring at the open wound on my chest. Others studied my decaying, one-eyed face. 


Silence. 
Why didn't anyone speak? 


I realized I had stopped breathing. The suspense was too much for me. I knew my life was on the 
line. 


I let my breath out in a long whoosh. 

Still silence. 

And then ... a boy started to laugh. 

The laughter spread quickly. In seconds, everyone was laughing. 


I gasped. Waves of laughter rang out. Loud, high-pitched laughter that echoed down the long, 
narrow hall. 


“Hey — what's so funny?" I choked out. 
But they were laughing too loud to hear me. And suddenly, I was being lifted off the floor. 
Angelo and his friend Mikey hoisted me onto their shoulders. My head nearly bumped the ceiling. 


Kids cheered and laughed some more. They clapped and bumped fists. Angelo and Mikey carried 
me down the hall. Everyone followed. Like a big parade. 


But — why? Why were they laughing? I was desperate to know. 


Did it mean I was okay? Did it mean they weren't going to drown me, run over me, and toss me off 
a cliff? 


What was so funny? 
If only they would te// me! 


And then I heard something that made me choke. I heard a girl shout: “Take him to the Reviver 
Room!” 


That made kids start to laugh again. Angelo and Mikey gripped my legs and bounced me on their 
shoulders. We turned the corner and headed down the stairs. 


“The Reviver Room!” 

“Fix him! Revive him!” 

“Reviver Room! Reviver Room!” 

Their cheers and cries followed us down the stairs. Now we were leading the way down the hall 
past the gym. 

“Wait! Stop!” I screamed. I couldn’t hide my panic. My voice burst out high and shrill. 

I looked down at Angelo. “Why?” I cried. “Why are you taking me there?” 

“You're totally messed up, Matt," Angelo said. “You’re wounded and you're decaying.” 


"You're coming apart," Mikey chimed in. “The Reviver Room will restore you. It will put you 
back together." 


No, it won t! I thought. The Reviver Room won t restore me. It 'll KILL me! 
My makeup job was TOO GOOD. 

“Put me down!” I cried. “Come on, guys! Put me down!" 

The two big hulks gripped my legs tightly. They ignored my pleas. 

The door to the Reviver Room came into view. 


If only they'd put me down, I could make a run for it. Maybe hide in a closet or something till my 
parents came to get me. 


“Put me down! Let me walk there!” I screamed. I twisted and squirmed. I tried to kick my way free. 
But Angelo and Mikey held tight and refused to let me down. 


We stopped in front of the Reviver Room door. A girl pulled it open. And the two boys heaved me 
into the room. 


I stumbled toward the metal chair in the middle of the room. The red light washed over me as I 
struggled to catch my balance. 


In the hall, the kids cheered and laughed. Then the door slammed shut, and I was left in silence. 
My heart thudded in my chest. I turned to the door. I pounded on it with both fists. 


"Let me out! Let me OUT of here!" I screamed. *I quit! I QUIT zombie school! Let me out! I 
QUIT!” 


Could they hear me out in the hall? I don’t think so. 

I grabbed the door handle. I pushed it. Then I pulled it. The door didn’t budge. 
I gasped when I heard a cough. 

I spun around and glared into the red light. I wasn’t alone in there. 


An old man with a scratched-up bald head and a scraggly white beard stood watching me from the 
back wall. I squinted hard. Part of his nose was missing, and he had only one ear. 


He studied me silently. Then he raised a pair of handcuffs. 


“Who — who are you?” I stammered. 


"I'm the Reviver,” he replied in a scratchy old-man's voice. “Sit down. Come." 


He motioned to the metal chair with the handcuffs. “Sit down. Only take a few seconds," he said. 
“Make you all better.” 


“Uh ... I don't belong in here,” I choked out. I was shaking so hard, I could barely speak. 


The old man stared at my face. I guess he was looking at the deep ruts, the decayed lumps of skin, 
the missing eye. 


*l'm not a zombie," I said. 


“Fix you up," he repeated. He waved the handcuffs. “Sit. Only hurts a little while. Then, make you 
all better." 


He stepped closer. “What’s a little pain, kid? You already dead — right?" 


He didn't give me a chance to answer. He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me down on the chair. 
He looked old and feeble. But he had amazing strength. 


I glanced around the tiny closet of a room. Nowhere to run. No way to escape. 

“Make you all better," the Reviver muttered again. “Only hurts little while.” 

I froze in panic. I couldn't move. I shut my eyes. I really didn't want to see what happened next. 
Next thing I knew, I was handcuffed to the chair with a metal helmet on my head. 


I twisted around and saw the Reviver step up to a big black switch on the back wall. *I be more 
careful this time," he said. 


“Huh? Careful?” 

He nodded. “Too much power. Last boy end up as burned toast. I be more careful.” 
He didn’t give me a chance to reply. 

He raised his hand and pulled down the switch. 


I shut my eyes. I gritted my teeth so hard, my whole jaw hurt. 
I heard a loud hum. 
Then I gasped as a buzz shot through my body. 
Whoa. Wait. It was weak. It didn't hurt at all. Just a mild tingle. It died after a few seconds. 
I opened my eyes. I started to breathe again. 


“No juice!” the Reviver screamed angrily. He slammed the wall with his fist. “No juice! No juice! 
The machine — busted!” 


He stepped up to my chair and raised the helmet from my head. Then he clicked open the handcuffs. 
“No juice,” he repeated, shaking his bald head. “I use it up on burned toast kid.” 

I started to jump up. But he pushed me back into the chair. 

“Sit still,” he said. “I fix machine. I fix. A few minutes. Then we will try again.” 

I hunched in the chair. I felt weak from fright. I had survived — so far. 

But now what? 

Every once in a while, a kid has to be brilliant — right? 

Every once ina while, a kid has to have a brilliant idea. 

Now it was my turn to be brilliant. I had an idea. 

I jumped up from the chair. “It worked!” I cried happily. 


I did a little dance. I leaped up and down. I pranced around the chair. “It worked!” I shouted. “I’m 
revived! Look! I’m all fixed! I’m revived!” 


I wiped the black makeup off my eye. I poked my hand out from my shirtsleeve. 
The old man looked up from the controls on the back wall. He squinted at me. “It worked?” 


“Yes!” I cried happily. “Yes!” I jumped up and down some more. I pumped my fists in the air. 
“Thank you! You saved me!” 


The Reviver stepped up to me. He pinched my arm. Then he pinched my nose. 
“Yes. You are fixed,” he said. “I see you are like new.” 

“Thank you,” I said again. 

“Go, go, go,” he said. “Go back to class. See you again.” 

I don t think so, I thought. 


A week later, I started my new school. 


How did I convince my parents to let me out of zombie school? 


It wasn't easy. But come on. I was clever enough to fool the zombies. So I was also smart enough 
to convince my parents I needed out. 


Actually, I just begged and begged till they said okay. 


Now here I was walking down the shiny, bright halls of my brand-new boarding school. Safe and 
sound. No undead kids following me around. No zombies anywhere in sight. 


Wow. 

A fresh start. New kids. New teachers. A whole new life. 

Was I happy? Was I excited? Do you even have to ask? 

I stepped up to a shiny silver water fountain and bent my head to take a drink. 
Whoa. Wait. I jerked my head back as a thick red liquid poured from the faucet. 
Was the fountain rusty? 


I stepped away from the fountain and continued walking. The Dining Hall was at the end of the 
corridor. 


I peeked inside. Kids sat at tables drinking from big bowls. I stepped closer. The bowls all 
contained a red liquid. 


Weird. 


I turned back to the door. A man in a brown suit strode up to me. “I’m the dean of students. Are you 
Matt Krinsky?" he asked. When he spoke, small, pointed fangs pointed down from his upper lip. 


“Uh ... yes," I said. 
He stuck out his hand. ““Welcome to Dracula Middle School," he said. 


WELCOME BACK TO THE HALL OF HORRORS 


Well, Matt. Fangs for telling me your story. Bad news. Sounds like your new school may be a pain in 
the neck! 


Sorry. I like to have my little joke. Your zombie school may not have put you on the Honor Roll. 
But it certainly put you on the Horror Roll. 


Thank you for bringing your story to me. I am the Story-Keeper, and I will keep your story here in 
the Hall of Horrors where it belongs. 


And now, here comes a new guest. What is your name? Jack Harmon? 
Why did you bring that cell phone, Jack? 
"There's someone inside it. Someone in the phone telling me to do horrible, dangerous things.” 


Maybe it's just a wrong number, Jack. But sit down. You've come to the right place. In the Hall of 
Horrors, There's Always Room for One More Scream. 
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DON’T SCREAM! 


“YOWWWWWWWWW!” 


That’s me, Jack Harmon, screaming my head off. I was on the school bus, heading home, howling in 
pain. As usual. 


You would scream too if Mick Owens had you in an armlock. Mick shoved my arm up behind me 
till I heard my bones and muscles snap and pop. 


“YOWWWWWWW!” I repeated. 


Nothing new here. Big Mick and his friend Darryl “The Hammer" Oliva like to beat me up, tease 
me, and torture me on the bus every afternoon. 


Last week, our sixth grade teacher, Miss Harris, had a long, serious talk in class about bullying. I 
guess Mick and Darryl were out that day. 


Otherwise, they would know that bullying is bad. 


Why do they do it? Because I'm smaller than them? Because I’m a skinny little guy who looks like 
a third-grader? Because I scream easily? 


No. 
These two super-hulks like to get up in my face because it’s FUN. 


They think it’s funny. It makes them laugh. You should see the big grins on their faces whenever I 
beg and plead for them to pick on someone their own size. 


And then, as soon as I start to scream, it's belly-laugh time for those two losers. 


One day, I complained to Charlene, the school bus driver. But she said, “I’m a bus driver—not a 
referee.” 


Not too helpful. 


And so here we were in the narrow aisle at the back of the bus. Mick with a big grin on his red, 
round-cheeked face. Me with my arm twisted behind my back. 


Darryl watched from his seat. The other kids on the bus faced forward, pretending nothing was 
happening. 

“YOWWWWWWW!” 

Mick swiped his big fist at my head—and tugged off my Red Sox cap. 

“Hey—give it back!” I cried. I made a grab for it. But he sent it sailing across the aisle to Darryl. 

Darryl caught it and waved it at me. “Nice cap, dude.” 


I dove for it. Stumbled and fell halfway down the aisle. Darryl passed my cap back to his good 
buddy. 


I turned, breathing hard. “Give it back.” 


“Its MY cap now,” Mick said. He slapped it onto his curly blond hair. His head is so big, the cap 
didn't fit. 


I dove again, hands outstretched. I almost grabbed the cap back, but Mick heaved it to Darryl. I 
swung around to Darryl, and he tossed it over my head back to Mick. 


The bus slowed, then bumped to a stop. I bounced hard into the back of my seat. I glanced out the 
window. We were at Mick's house. 


“Give me my Red Sox cap,” I said. I stuck out my hand. 

“You want it?" Mick grinned at me. “You really want it? Here." 

He held the cap upside down in front of him and spit into it. A big white sticky glob. 
“Here,” he said. “You still want it?” 

I stared into the cap. Stared at the disgusting white glob of spit. 

Darryl hee-hawed like a donkey. He thinks everything Mick does is a riot. 


“You still want your cap?” Mick repeated. He held it out of my reach. “Tell you what, Jacko. Give 
me your watch and you can have your cap.” 


“That’s totally fair,” Darryl said. 

“No way!” I cried. “My grandfather gave me this watch. No way!” 

The watch was a special present for my twelfth birthday. It means a lot to me. I never take it off. 
“How about it, Jacko?” Mick stuck his hand out. “The watch for your Red Sox cap.” 


“Yo, Mick. See your house outside the window?” Charlene yelled from behind the wheel. “You 
want to keep us all here till dinnertime? What’s your mom serving us?” 


A few kids laughed at that. But most kids are too terrified of Mick to ever laugh around him. 
“Mick, stop torturing Jack,” Charlene yelled. “Give him back his cap and get off my bus!” 
“Okay, okay. No problem,” Mick said with a sneer. 


He jammed the cap onto my head, so hard my feet nearly went through the bus floor. I could feel the 
sticky glob of spit in my hair. 


Mick trotted to the door at the front. Darryl gave me a friendly punch in the ribs. Then he followed 
his buddy off the bus. 


I let out a long sigh of relief. I had survived another trip home on the school bus. I watched Mick 
and Darryl jog up the driveway to Mick’s little redbrick house. They punched each other as they ran. 
You know. Kidding around. 


I slumped into the nearest seat. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. 

No permanent wounds. That meant it was a good day. 

Glancing down, I saw something on the seat next to me. A silvery cell phone. 

I hesitated for a moment, just staring at it. Then I reached over and picked up the phone. 
And that’s when the nightmare began. 
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WELCOME TO THE 
HALL OF HORRORS 


THERE'S ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE SCREAM 


This old castle can't be found on the map of HorrorLand Park. This is a hidden place for very special 
visitors. A place for kids who have stories to tell. Frightening stories, of course. 


I am the Story-Keeper. Here in the darkest, most private corner of HorrorLand, I keep the doors to 
the Hall of Horrors open. 


Look out! Don't step on the Welcome Matt. Matt doesn't like to be stepped on. He'll give you a 
really nasty welcome. 


Come into the Unliving Room. Have a seat in that harmchair. Don't worry about the green glop 
oozing down the back. It only looks as if it's alive. 


Kids bring their stories to the Hall of Horrors. I am the Listener. And I am the Keeper of their tales. 


We have a visitor today. That boy sitting in the library, with the cell phone gripped so tightly in his 
hand. His name is Jack Harmon. 


Jack 1s twelve. Why does he look so pale and tense? Something has freaked him out. He seems 
eager to tell us about it. 


“What is your story about, Jack?” 
“Its about a cell phone.” 
“Is it about a call you received on the phone?" 


Jack shakes his head. “No. I didn't receive any calls. But the voice ... the voice — it was there 
anyway!" 

“Well, go ahead. You'd better start at the beginning. Tell us about the phone. Tell us your story." 

Jack stares at the phone in his hand. *Are you sure you want to hear about it? It's totally weird and 
Scary." 


Go ahead, Jack. Tell your story. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream in 
the Hall Of Horrors. ... 
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“YOWWWWWWWWW!” 


That’s me, Jack Harmon, screaming my head off. I was on the school bus, heading home, howling in 
pain. As usual. 


You would scream, too, if Mick Owens had you in an armlock. Mick shoved my arm up behind me 
till I heard my bones and muscles snap and pop. 


“YOWWWWWWWWW!” I repeated. 


Nothing new here. Big Mick and his friend Darryl “The Hammer" Oliva like to beat me up, tease 
me, and torture me on the bus every afternoon. 


Last week, our sixth-grade English teacher, Miss Harris, had a long, serious talk in class about 
bullying. I guess Mick and Darryl were out that day. 


Otherwise, they would know that bullying 1s bad. 


Why do they do it? Because I’m smaller than them? Because I'm a skinny little guy who looks like 
a third-grader? Because I scream easily? 


No. 
These two super-hulks like to get up in my face because it's FUN. 


They think it's funny. It makes them laugh. You should see the big grins on their faces whenever I 
beg and plead for them to pick on someone their own size. 


And then, as soon as I start to scream, it's belly-laugh time for those two losers. 


One day, I complained to Charlene, the school bus driver. But she said, I'm a bus driver — not a 
referee." 


Not too helpful. 


And so here we were in the narrow aisle at the back of the bus. Mick with a big grin on his red, 
round-cheeked face. Me with my arm twisted behind my back. 


Darryl watched from his seat. The other kids on the bus faced forward, pretending nothing was 
happening. 

“YOWWWWWWWWW!” 

Mick swiped his big fist at my head — and tugged off my Red Sox cap. 

“Hey — give it back!” I cried. I made a grab for it. But he sent it sailing across the aisle to Darryl. 

Darryl caught it and waved it at me. “Nice cap, dude.” 


I dove for it. Stumbled and fell halfway down the aisle. Darryl passed my cap back to his good 
buddy. 


I turned, breathing hard. “Give it back.” 
“Its MY cap now,” Mick said. He slapped it onto his curly blond hair. His head is so big, the cap 


didn't fit. 


I dove again, hands outstretched. I almost grabbed the cap back, but Mick heaved it to Darryl. I 
swung around to Darryl, and he tossed it over my head back to Mick. 


The bus slowed, then bumped to a stop. I bounced hard into the back of my seat. I glanced out the 
window. We were at Mick's house. 


“Give me my Red Sox cap,” I said. I stuck out my hand. 

“You want it?" Mick grinned at me. “You really want it? Here." 

He held the cap upside down in front of him and spit into it. A big white sticky glob. 
“Here,” he said. “You still want it?” 

I stared into the cap. Stared at the disgusting white glob of spit. 

Darryl hee-hawed like a donkey. He thinks everything Mick does is a riot. 


“You still want your cap?” Mick repeated. He held it out of my reach. “Tell you what, Jacko. Give 
me your watch and you can have your cap.” 


“That’s totally fair,” Darryl said. 

“No way!” I cried. “My grandfather gave me this watch. No way!” 

The watch was a special present for my twelfth birthday. It means a lot to me. I never take it off. 
“How about it, Jacko?” Mick stuck his hand out. “The watch for your Red Sox cap.” 


“Yo, Mick. See your house outside the window?” Charlene yelled from behind the wheel. “You 
want to keep us all here till dinnertime? What’s your mom serving us?” 


A few kids laughed at that. But most kids are too terrified of Mick to ever laugh around him. 
“Mick, stop torturing Jack,” Charlene yelled. “Give him back his cap and get off my bus!” 
“Okay, okay. No problem,” Mick said with a sneer. 


He jammed the cap onto my head, so hard my feet nearly went through the bus floor. I could feel the 
sticky glob of spit in my hair. 


Mick trotted to the door at the front. Darryl gave me a friendly punch in the ribs. Then he followed 
his buddy off the bus. 


I let out a long sigh of relief. I had survived another trip home on the school bus. I watched Mick 
and Darryl jog up the driveway to Mick’s little redbrick house. They punched each other as they ran. 
You know. Kidding around. 


I slumped into the nearest seat. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. 

No permanent wounds. That meant it was a good day. 

Glancing down, I saw something on the seat next to me. A silvery cell phone. 

I hesitated for a moment, just staring at it. Then I reached over and picked up the phone. 
And that’s when the nightmare began. 
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The school bus jerked to another stop. I nearly dropped the phone. 
A blond-haired girl jumped off. She waved to a friend on the bus. 


I glanced down the aisle. Only two kids and me still on the bus. My house is always the next-to-last 
stop because I live near the border of our town. 


I raised the phone and studied it. It was one of those really thin smartphones. It had a big black 
screen. The phone felt cool and sleek in my hand. 


I found the POWER button on the top and pushed it. A few seconds later, the screen lit up, bright 
blue. Then the screen filled with icons. Dozens of them. All kinds of apps. 


The phone was /oaded. 

I flipped through the screens of icons. There were games, and magazines, and news, and sports. 
I studied them for a while. Then I raised the phone to my ear. 

I didn't expect to hear anything. So the girl's voice made me jump. 


“Hi, Jack,” she said. She half talked, half whispered. “Don’t scream I've been waiting for you. I’m 
your new friend." 


“Huh?” 

I lowered the phone and stared at it. The screen had gone blank. Solid gray. No icons. 
I pressed the phone to my ear. “Who is this?” I asked. 

“Its me, your new friend." Her voice was soft and whispery. 

I thought hard. I struggled to figure out who it could be. 

“Mindy? Is that you?" I said finally. 


Mindy is my little sister Rachel's babysitter. She comes to our house after school every afternoon 
and stays till Mom and Dad get home. 


Mindy is a real joker. She likes to play all kinds of tricks on me. Rachel always thinks it's a riot. 
I spoke into the phone. “This is one of your dumb jokes — isn t it, Mindy?" 

"It's no joke," the girl replied. “Don’t you want to be my new friend?" 

“You sure you're not Mindy?" I said. “You sound a lot like Mindy.” 

“I don't know Mindy,” the girl whispered. “I only know you. You're my only friend, Jack." 
“Whoa. Wait,” I said. 


It can t be Mindy, I told myself. How could Mindy know I would pick up this phone? How could 
Mindy know the number? 


My mind was spinning. “I ... think you have the wrong number,” I said finally. “This isn’t my 
phone, and —" 


I heard her sigh. “If it's the wrong number, how do I know your name?" she breathed. 
“Well ... Come on. So it is Mindy!” I said. “Ha-ha. I’m laughing. But enough — okay?" 


"I'm not Mindy,” the girl snapped. Her voice was suddenly sharp and cold. “Don’t make me 
angry," she said. “Whatever you do, Jack, don't make me angry." 
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That sent a chill to the back of my neck. 


Suddenly, it didn’t seem like a joke. Her voice became hard, as if she was talking through gritted 
teeth. It didn’t take her long to go from whispery to angry. 


But who could she be? And how did she get into this phone that didn’t even belong to me? 
It had to be someone I knew. Someone ... 


Suddenly, I knew. It had to be my friend Eli Grossman. Eli is an electronics geek. He is always 
messing around with phones and game players. He can make them do anything. 


And ... Eli has a device that disguises his voice. He holds it up to the phone and talks through it. 
And it changes his voice totally. Makes it really high or really low. Or really rough and scratchy like 
he’s talking with a mouthful of pebbles. 


Did Eli tell someone to drop this cell phone near me so he could play this trick? Could be ... 


I pressed the phone to my ear. I felt a little better since I might have solved the mystery. “Eli, give 
me a break," I groaned. 


Silence. 

“Eli? Are you still there?" 

I listened hard. I could hear her sigh again. I mean, I could hear HIM sigh again. 

“Eli?” 

“I’m growing very impatient with you, Jack,” the voice said. “I’m not Mindy and I’m not Eli. ’'m 
your new friend.” 

“But —" I started. 


"['m your new best friend,” she insisted. “You and I are going to be best best friends. But you have 
to stop the guessing game." 


I didn't reply. I didn't know what to think. I had the phone pressed tightly to my ear. I realized my 
hand was sweating. 


The bus stopped. A boy from my class jumped off. Now I was alone back there, except for a girl 
named Polly who lived on my block. 


And ... the mysterious voice in my ear. 

“Did you hear me, Jack?" she demanded. “Do you understand what I said?" 

“Yeah. Fine," I muttered. “Know what? I’m going to say good-bye now." 

“No. Wait —" she whispered. 

“Good-bye, whoever you are,” I said. “Nice joke. But why don't you call someone who cares?" 
I lowered the phone and searched for the END button. 


“Don’t do it,” she called. “Don’t hang up. I’m warning you — don't hurt my feelings." 


The joke wasn't funny anymore. I didn't care who it was. I just wanted to get rid of her. 


I found the END button. I pushed it and held it down for several seconds. “Good-bye,” I said. 
“Whoever you are, you're history.” 


I moved my thumb over the POWER button and pressed it down. I held it there and totally shut down 
the phone. 


Good. Silence. Sweet. 
But then ... the impossible happened. 
I heard her voice even though the phone was shut off. 


“Don’t waste your time, Jack,” she said coldly. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.” 
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“No way!” I cried. 

I tossed the phone back onto the seat next to me. I stared at it as if it was alive. 

The screen was black. l'd powered it down. 

"['m not going to warn you again," the girl said angrily. 

The bus slowed to a stop. “Here you go, Jack!” Charlene shouted from the driver's seat. She turned 
and waved me to the front. 

I stood up. I glanced back at the phone on the seat. 


“Don’t leave me here." The voice rang out clear and sharp. As if she was sitting in the seat. “If you 
leave me here, I promise you'll be sorry." 


“Like I’m scared,” I said, forcing myself to sound tough. “Like I’m shaking." 
I gave the phone one last, long look. “Good-bye,” I said. “Have a nice life.” 


I turned and made my way down the aisle to the front. I said good-bye to Charlene and hopped off 
the bus. 


It was a cool, gray afternoon with heavy clouds low in the sky. But the fresh air felt good on my 
face. And I instantly felt better. 


“That was totally weird," I muttered, shaking my head. 


The school bus started to pull away — then stopped with a squeal of brakes. And from inside it, I 
heard Polly scream: *Stop! STOP!" 
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My heart skipped a beat. I spun around. 
Polly stuck her head out the bus window. “Jack,” she called, “you forgot your phone." 
“No —” I started. 
But she tossed it out the window at me. I caught it in both hands. “Uh ... it’s not mine!” I shouted. 
But Polly didn't hear me. The bus roared away. 
The sky darkened. The clouds seemed to lower over me. A chilly breeze fluttered my hair. 
I held the phone in front of me and stared at the blank screen. 
“Don’t ever do that again, Jack,” the girl scolded. 


“The phone is off!” I screamed. “Where are you coming from? How can you talk to me? I turned off 
the phone!" 


Two teenage girls rode by on bikes. They giggled to each other. Were they laughing at me? 
I must have looked a little weird, standing on the sidewalk, screaming at the phone. 


“Listen to me carefully,” the girl said calmly, almost whispering again. “You and I are going to be 
very good friends. So don’t ever try to leave me behind.” 


I stared at the phone in my hand. I was breathing hard. I forced myself to calm down. 


I rolled the phone around in my hand. There wasn’t anything odd or strange about it. It seemed to be 
a normal phone. 


But a voice coming from it even though it was turned off? That was definitely not normal. 


I felt a patter of cold rain on my forehead. I started to walk up the front yard. I kept the phone in 
front of me as I made my way through the grass. 

I like puzzles and mysteries. I’m pretty good at them. I’m the only one in my family who can finish 
the sudoku puzzle in the newspaper every morning. 

So I decided to solve this mystery. Who was the girl talking to me from the phone? And how was 
she talking when the phone was off? 

Maybe I'll call Eli to come help me, I thought. 

But then I had a good idea. 

It shouldn’t be too hard to figure out who the girl was. I powered the phone up. I waited for the 


icons to appear on the blue screen. Then I shuffled through the pages of icons till I found what I was 
looking for. 


I pressed the My PHOTOS icon. If the girl had any photos saved on the phone, they would give me a 
good clue. The photos might even show who owned the phone. 


My heart started to beat harder. I waited for the first photo to come into focus. Then I brought up 
another photo. And another. 


And then a cry escaped my throat. “No! No way! That's impossible!” 
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My hand shook as I stared at photo after photo. They were all of ME. 


My house. My sister Rachel. My parents. The rock-band posters on my bedroom wall. ME. Photo 
after photo of me. 


“But how can that be?" I cried out loud. 


From the phone speaker, I heard the girl chuckle. “I guess it's your phone, Jack,” she said. ““You’d 
better keep it. It seems to belong to you.” 


“But — but —" I sputtered. 


The rain started to pound down. I ducked my head and ran to the back door. I pulled the door open 
and stepped into the kitchen. 


Warm air greeted me. And the smell of something on the stove. I saw my sister Rachel seated on a 
high stool at the counter. Mindy stood at the stove, stirring a pot with a long wooden spoon. 


They both turned as I stepped in, shaking off rain water. “Hey,” I said. “What’s up?" 
“T’m making mac and cheese for Rachel," Mindy said. “For a change." 


Rachel /ives on mac and cheese, the kind that comes in a box. It’s her favorite food and her favorite 
snack. Mindy stirs some up for her every afternoon. 


“You’re wet," Rachel said. “Don’t track mud on the kitchen floor." 

“Thank you, Mom Junior,” I said. “But what makes you think I was walking in mud?” 
Mindy shrugged. 

My sister Rachel is very cute. She has big blue eyes and straight black hair. 


But mainly, she has dimples on both cheeks when she smiles. This causes her to be totally spoiled 
by everyone. Just two dimples. That's all it takes. 


She is six — six years younger than me. But her big thrill is bossing me around. Scolding me and 
bossing me around. She knows she can get away with it because of those dimples. 


“Do I have to share my mac and cheese?" she whined to Mindy. 

“I don't want any mac and cheese,” I said. “You can have it all.” 

“YAAAAAY.” Rachel clapped her hands and cheered. 

“Everyone likes mac and cheese after school,” Mindy said to me. “What are you — a Martian?” 


Mindy spooned out a bowl of the orange cheesy stuff and put it in front of Rachel. Then she 
stopped. I saw her squinting at the phone in my hand. 


“Hey, Jack,” she said. “Did your parents finally buy you a cell phone?" 
“No,” I said. I squeezed it in my hand. “I ... found it on the school bus." 
Mindy frowned at me. “Why didn't you hand it to the driver?" 


“Well ..." I hesitated. "There's something strange about it,” I said. 


At the counter, Rachel was inhaling her mac and cheese like a vacuum cleaner. Mindy stared at the 
phone. 


And then I couldn't stop myself. The whole story burst out of me. 


I told her about the girl and how she said she was my new friend. I told her how I had no idea who 
the girl was. And I described how the girl kept talking to me, even after I shut off the phone. 


When I finished the story, I was breathing hard. I held the phone tightly in my sweaty hand. 

I looked up to see Mindy grinning at me. “Nice one, Jack," she said. “Guess I'm supposed to 
believe you, right?" 

“Tt — it’s true!" I insisted. 

She nodded her head. Her dark eyes flashed. “Never joke with a joker," she said. That's Rule 
Number One. You’re not a good enough liar, Jack. Not good enough to fool a liar like me.” 


For some reason, that made Rachel laugh. “Jack is too a liar,” she said. She had orange cheese all 
over her chin. 


“Mindy, I swear,” I said, raising my right hand. “I swear I’m not kidding you. Everything I said is 
true.” 


She squinted at me. “There’s a girl talking to you on that phone but the phone is turned off?” 
“Yes,” I said. “It’s true. I don’t know how, but —" 


“I get it,” she said. “I’m supposed to take the phone from you. And then it squirts me in the face 
with water. Is that the joke?” 


“No way,” I said. “You’ve got to believe me. I’m totally serious. It isn’t a joke.” 
“Okay,” Mindy said. “Pll bite. Hand it over.” 
She didn’t wait for me to give it to her. She grabbed it out of my hand. 


“Let me hear this girl,” Mindy said. She raised the phone to her ear. “Hello? Hello?” she called 
into it. “Are you there, girl?” 


N 


Mindy gave the phone a hard shake, as if it was broken. Then she returned it to her ear. “Hello, voice. 
Where are you?” she asked. 


Silence. 
Mindy spoke into the phone. “Hello? Hello? Are you there? Or are you one of Jack's little jokes?” 
“Its not a joke,” I insisted. “The girl knew my name. She said we were going to be friends.” 


I grabbed the phone from Mindy's hand. I pressed it against my ear. *Hi. Are you still there? Talk 
to Mindy. Tell her I didn't make this up." 


Silence. 

"Stop talking about it!” Rachel shouted. “It’s stupid." 
Rachel thinks everything I do is stupid. 

I shook the phone. *Hello? Hello?" 


Mindy rolled her eyes. “Someone is having fun with you, Jack. Probably Eli. Didn't you say Eli 
could do anything with a phone?" 


Eli! I'd forgotten about him. I needed him. 


I set the cell phone down on the kitchen counter. Then I crossed the kitchen and picked up the wall 
phone. 


I punched in Eli's number. He picked up after the first ring. *Get over here," I said. "Right away." 
"I'm doing the Science take-home,” Eli said. “Maybe later." 


“No. Now,” I insisted. “This is more important than the Science take-home. And you're the only 
one who can help me.” 


"Sounds serious," Eli said. He hung up before I could say anything else. 

I turned to Mindy. *Eli is coming over. He —" 

I stopped when I saw Rachel. She had the phone gripped tightly in her fist. 
“You — you got cheese all over it!" I cried. 

She smiled and flashed me the dimples. “So?” 

The dimples don't work on me. I grabbed the phone away from her. 

"You're stupid!" she shouted. She tossed a piece of macaroni at me. It missed. 
"Rachel, don't throw your food at Jack," Mindy scolded. 

“Why not?" Rachel replied. 


I wiped the phone off with a paper towel. Then I waved good-bye to them both, turned, and walked 
out. 


I carried the phone up the stairs to my bedroom. As soon as I closed the door behind me, the girl on 


the phone spoke up: 
“You shouldn't do that, Jack,” she whispered. “You shouldn't tell the babysitter about me.” 
“You're back,” I said. My hand trembled. I tightened my grip on the phone. 
“You shouldn't tell the babysitter," she repeated. 
“Why not?" I said. 


“Because I won't talk to her," she replied. “And she won't believe you. I want to talk to you, Jack. 
You're my new best friend." 


I stared at the phone. Every time the girl said she was my friend, it sent a chill to the back of my 
neck. 


“What if I don't want to talk to you?" I said. “What if I give this phone to my parents and ask them 
to find the owner?" 


Silence for a moment. 


And then the phone began to buzz in my hand. It grew louder. A painful current shot out from the 
phone. 


A powerful jolt of electricity took away my breath. 
I tried to scream but nothing came out. 
One painful shock after another made my whole body twist and dance. 


The powerful, buzzing current jolted my body. My legs flew crazily. My shoes tapped the floor. 
Pain shot through my bones. 


“GRRRUNNNH.” I made a loud choking sound. 
* Can't breathe ... Can't ... breathe ...” 
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Wheezing and choking, I tried to drop the phone. But it stuck to my palm. 
“Okay, okay!" I gasped. “I won't tell my parents!" 


Finally, the shock faded away. I bent over double, gasping for air. My whole body trembled and 
shook. I could still feel a sharp, painful tingle in my arms and legs. 


"Sorry about that." The girl's voice was soft but cold. I tried to pry the metal phone from my skin. 
But it stuck tight. 


“You — you —” I stammered, still struggling to breathe. 


"Sorry I had to punish you," she said. She didn't sound sorry at all. She kind of sang the words. 
Like it made her happy. 


“I can hurt you, Jack,” she said. “I can really hurt you.” 


My hand burned. The phone finally came loose and fell to the carpet. I rubbed my burning palm 
with my other hand. 


The girl laughed. “Sometimes I don't know my own strength." 

“What do you want?" I screamed. “Who are you? Why are you doing this to me?" 

“Pick up the phone, Jack," she said. “Pick it up. I won't hurt you again ... if you listen to me." 
I decided not to fight her. My hand trembled as I bent down and lifted the phone off the rug. 
“That’s better," she said. “Don’t ever threaten me again.” 

“But —" I started. “Will you answer my questions?" 


She ignored me. “Don’t think you can get rid of me," she said. “I need you. I’m going to stick with 
you. Maybe forever." 


Forever? 
I shut my eyes. Was this really happening? 


At first, I thought it was a joke. But it didn't sound like a joke anymore. And the painful electrical 
shock was definitely not a joke. 


I opened my eyes in time to see my bedroom door swing open. Rachel came barging in. She had an 
evil grin on her face. I knew that grin. It meant trouble. 


“Get out of here," I snapped. 


Giggling, Rachel came running at me with both hands outstretched. Before I could move, she 
swiped the cell phone from my hand. 


“Give it back!" I cried. 


But she bumped me out of the way and ran right past me. Holding the phone in front of her, she 
leaped onto my bed. 


“Let me play it,” she said. “I want to play it.” 


She stared at the screen and started poking at app icons with her finger. Poking. Poking. 
I stared at her in horror. I knew what the girl in the phone could do. 
Without even thinking, I started to scream at the phone: “Don’t hurt her! Don't hurt my sister!” 
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Rachel stopped poking the screen and gazed up at me. “Are you crazy?" she said. “Who are you 
talking to?" 


“Uh ... well ..." I couldn't think of an answer. 

Rachel pressed the phone to her ear. 

No, please — I begged silently. Whoever you are, don t zap Rachel. 

Every muscle in my body tensed. I stood, staring hard, waiting for the jolt of electricity. 


Rachel scrunched up her face as she listened. Then she lowered the phone and punched the screen 
with her finger several times. 


She listened again. Then she lowered the phone and made a disgusted face. “Your stupid phone is 
broken, Jack,” she said. “I can't even call my friend Caroline. It's totally busted." 


She tossed the phone onto the bedspread. Then she slid down to the floor. She gave me a punch on 
the arm as she skipped out of my room. 


I waited for her to go running down the stairs. “Are you still there?" I asked the girl. 
Silence. 

Then the girl finally spoke: *Do you like your sister, Jack?" 

“Yes,” I said. “Of course." 

“Then don't let her touch me again!” Her words sent a shudder down my body. 
“Why?” I demanded. “What would you do to her? Would you hurt her?" 

Silence. 

“Answer my questions!" I shouted. “Who are you? Tell me! What are you doing here?" 


The reply came from behind me. “Hey, I didn’t call you. You called me!” 


“Huh?” I spun around to find Eli in the doorway. 
Eli is a good guy, and he's my best friend. But he does fit the perfect description of a geek. 


He's a little chubby, and his clothes always seem to hang on him. He wears cargo khakis with the 
pockets all filled with junk. And sloppy T-shirts with jokes that aren't funny on the front. 


Today's T-shirt was red with a black arrow pointing up, and the words: I’M WITH BRILLIANT. 


Eli has a round face topped by a nest of black curly hair. He wears square, black-framed glasses, 
and his nose runs a lot. 


I know. He doesn't sound too cool. But the dude is a genius, especially with anything electronic. 
“What’s up?" he said. 


I started to answer, but he wasn't listening to me. He had some kind of portable game-player 
between his hands and was punching away on it with both thumbs. 


I could hear a steady stream of gunshots, crashes, and explosions. I couldn't see Eli's eyes. His big 
eyeglasses reflected the flashing light from the game. 


I groaned. “Eli, what are you doing?" 


He punched the game-player a few more seconds. Then he looked up. “Jack, check this out. The 
word awesome was invented for this." 


He stomped into the room. He wears size twelve sneakers, and he always makes a loud clomping 
sound when he walks. 


He shoved the black game-player into my face. “I’m playing World of Pain," he said. “Check out 
the new player. It's the Digi-GameFreak4. The 3-D version. Do you believe it?" 


I squinted down at the screen. Three brown-uniformed soldiers were bayoneting a blue-uniformed 
soldier. The 3-D was amazing. It looked like you were gazing into a real world. 


*3-D without glasses," Eli gushed. “Best game-player ever?" 
“Looks good,” I said. “But —" 
“Here. Try it.” He pushed it into my hands. “There are no controls. It goes by finger motion. See?” 


He wiped his nose with the sleeve of his T-shirt. His nose always becomes a faucet when he’s 
excited. 


I pushed the GameFreak back at him. “Eli, give me a break,” I groaned. “I called you here for a 
reason.” 


His whole face drooped. “Sorry, dude.” He shoved the player into one of his two dozen pockets. 
I left the phone on the bed, and I pulled Eli into the hall. I didn’t want the girl to hear. 

"[ m totally stressed,” I told him. “I — I’ve got a real problem." 

“You need computer help?” Eli asked. “Did your laptop hard drive crash again?” 


I sighed. “No. This is a real problem. Like in real life.” 

Eli scratched his thick, curly hair. When he touched his hair, it bounced like springs. Not like hair. 
“I found a phone on the bus," I said. 

He squinted at me. “Is it 5G?" 


“Who knows?" I snapped. “It ... it doesn't really work as a phone. I mean, I haven't made a call. I 
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He nodded. “You want me to fix it?” 
I shook my head. “No. Just give me a chance to tell you about it. Stop interrupting.” 


He took two fingers and zipped his lips. Music still chimed from the game-player in his pants 
pocket. 


“I found it on the school bus,” I repeated. “And as soon as I picked it up and held it to my ear, a 
strange girl started talking to me in this soft, whispery voice.” 


Behind the square glasses, his eyes grew wide. “Really?” 
“She knew my name," I said. “She said we were going to be best, best friends.” 
“Cool!” Eli exclaimed. 


“Not cool,” I said. “I tried to figure out who she was. But I don’t think I know her. She’s a total 
stranger, and she’s weird. I tried to get rid of her. I mean, I powered off the phone.” 


“And then she was gone?" Eli asked. 

"That's what I’m telling you,” I cried. “I powered off the phone, but she was still there.” 
Eli chuckled. “No way.” 

“T’m not making this up," I said. 

“Yes, you are," he replied, grinning. “What’s the joke, dude?" 

“No joke, Eli. The girl —" 


“T get it,” Eli said. “It’s an exploding phone, right? You make up this insane story so I look into the 
phone, and it blows apart in my hands? I saw that phone in a catalogue." 


I took a deep breath. Eli is a total genius, but sometimes he only listens to himself. He doesn't 
really hear what I’m saying. 


I tried again. “The girl is in the phone, Eli. And she won't go away. She says she’s going to be my 
friend forever." 


He raised his eyes to me. He studied me for a long while. *You're serious. You're totally serious.” 


I nodded. “Just before you came, she shocked me. She sent some kind of horrible shock right 
through the phone. She says she can hurt me. She says she'll hurt Rachel." 


Eli bit his bottom lip. He kept staring hard at me. “Crazy,” he muttered. 
I think he finally believed me. 

He stepped back into my room and picked up the phone. 

“Go away, Eli,” the girl spoke up. 


"YAAAAAIIL" Eli uttered a cry of surprise. The phone started to fall out of his hand. He caught it 
before it hit the floor. 


“Did you hear me, Eli?" the girl said. She sounded cold, angry. “Go away." 

^Wh-who are you?” Eli stammered, staring into the screen. 

“Go home, Eli,” she said. “/’m Jack's best friend now. We don’t want you here." 

Eli had gone very pale. His chin was trembling. 

He set the phone down carefully on the bedspread. Then he pulled me toward the hall. 

“We have to talk,” he whispered. 

“Don’t try anything,” the girl called from the phone. “I can hurt you both. I can really mess you up.” 


Eli pulled me into the hall. “I see what you were saying,” he whispered. “The phone is definitely 
powered off. But she’s talking through it. She doesn’t turn off." 


“She won't go away," I whispered back. “And you hear how mean she is. She's crazy.” 


“What are we going to do?” Eli whispered, glancing toward my bedroom door. “How do we get 
rid of her?” 


“Huh? You tell me!” I cried. “You’re the electronics genius.” 


Eli chewed his bottom lip some more. Then his eyes went wide. “I have a genius plan,” he said. 
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He wiped his nose. He started to blink a lot. That meant he was thinking hard. 
“What’s your plan?” I whispered. 


“I need a small-bladed screwdriver,” Eli said. “And a small Phillips screwdriver. A watchmaker ’s 
pick. And needle-nose pliers.” 


“My dad has all that stuff down in his workshop,” I said. “But what do you plan to do?” 
“I have to open the phone,” he replied. “I think someone has planted two SIM cards in there.” 
“Two SIM cards?” 


He nodded. “That’s what controls the phone. It would be easy to plant a second receiver and 
speaker in there, too.” 


“You mean — ?’ 


“You turn off the one phone. But someone has installed a second phone inside that can’t be shut 
down.” 


I thought about it. It could make sense. 


“I have to remove the SIM card. And try to find the second receiver and speaker and remove them. 
Then the girl will be cut off. She will lose her connection. And the phone should act like a normal 
phone.” 


“Genius!” I said. "I'll go get the tools.” 

I took a few steps toward the stairway. Then I stopped. I turned back to Eli. “No good,” I said. 
I walked back to him. *No way. You can't take the phone apart," I whispered. 

He squinted at me. “Why not?” 

“Way too dangerous," I said. 

“I can handle a screwdriver. I won't poke myself in the eye or anything." 


“You don't get it. She'll zap you,” I said. “You start to mess with the insides and she'll electrocute 
you. Really. I don't know how, but she can do it. And it's not a little shock. It's major pain.” 


Eli stared hard at me. He thought for a moment. “Okay,” he said. “I have another plan." 


“Get a hammer,” Eli said. “A really big one.” 
I guessed what Eli planned to do. It didn't take an electronics genius to do what he planned. 
Wow. I hated to lose a really awesome phone. But it seemed like the best way to get rid of the girl. 


I rocketed down to my dad's workshop in the basement. All of his woodworking tools were neatly 
hung on the wall above his workbench. Dad is a real neat-freak when it comes to his tools. 


I knew where he kept the sledgehammer. It stood on its head beside one of the tall metal supply 
cabinets. 


I grabbed the wooden handle and tried to pick it up with one hand. But the thing weighed a ton. I 
gripped it in both hands and dragged it up the stairs to my room. 


“That should do the job," Eli said. He lifted the phone off my bed and set it down on top of a big 
book in the middle of the floor. 


I bent over the phone. The screen was totally black. *Are you still there?" I called into it. 
“PI always be here,” the girl replied. “Best friends don’t leave." 

"You're not my best friend,” I said. “I don't think you're a friend at all.” 

“Time to say bye-bye,” Eli told her. He motioned for me to pick up the sledgehammer. 


I grabbed the handle and swung the hammer high above my shoulder. *WHOOOAAA." The head 
was so heavy, I started to stumble back. 


I caught my balance and swung the hammer down on the phone. It hit with a loud crash. Glass 
shattered. Plastic cracked. Pieces flew everywhere. 


“You crushed it!” Eli cried. “You crushed it!” 
He slapped my shoulder. “Again, dude. Do it one more time.” 
I gazed down at the phone. It was a mangled mess. 


With a groan, I hoisted the big sledgehammer back onto my shoulder. Then I swung it down and 
smashed the phone again. 


This time I nearly flattened it. 


The screen had totally shattered. Shards of glass glistened on my carpet. I could see a smashed 
circuit board inside the broken case. 


I was breathing hard. Eli and I just stood there, staring down at the wrecked cell phone. Then we 
both burst out laughing. 


“What was that about?” Eli cried. “Who was that girl?” 
"She's history,” I said. We laughed some more. 
Eli shook his head. “I hope the owner of the phone doesn’t come looking for it.” 


That made us laugh more. I felt kind of crazy. I guess it was because that girl was gone. 


“She was scary,” I said. 


“Wonder what she looks like," Eli said, scratching his head. “I wonder who she is. She could be 
our age. I couldn’t tell from her voice. Do you think it’s someone from school?” 


“We definitely don’t know her,” I said. “She had to be a stranger. Playing a weird joke. I’m just 
glad it’s over.” 


Eli pulled the game-player from his pocket. He tapped the screen. “Dude, you’ve got to see this 
new game. It’s called Ancient Cincinnati. It takes place 1n Cincinnati, like, five thousand years ago. 
And there are these ancient warriors fighting on the Ohio River. It’s wild.” 


He squinted at the screen. Then he shook the game-player. 

“Weird,” he muttered. “I didn’t turn it off. But it’s not booting up.” 

“Try again,” I said. 

He pushed some more buttons. 

“Did you try to hurt me?” 

Eli and I both gasped. The girl’s voice. 

"Where is she?” I cried. 

“Tt... it came out of my game-player!” Eli said. 

“Did you try to hurt me?” she asked again. “That was cold, guys.” 

“Where are you?" I asked, staring at the game-player between Eli's hands. “How — ?” 
“That wasn’t very nice, boys,” she said. “Why are you making me punish you?” 
“P-punish?” Eli stammered. 
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Eli opened his mouth in a scream that drowned out the loud buzz from the game-player. 


He had the player gripped in both hands. As I watched in horror, he began swinging his hands 
wildly. I realized he was trying to drop the thing. 


“Tt burns! It BURNS!” he wailed. 

His face was bright red. His eyes nearly bulged out of his head. He swung his hands wildly. 
“OWWWWW! It's burning HOT!” he shrieked. “I — I can't drop it! It... won't ..." 

I lurched forward — but stopped. How could I help him? What could I do? 

If I grabbed the game-player and tried to pull it free, P d burn my hands, too. 

Eli screamed and flailed and thrashed. 

Finally, the game-player dropped to the floor. 

Eli fell to his knees, gasping in pain, frantically waving his hands in the air. 

I gazed down at the game-player. It sizzled and the plastic bubbled wetly. Smoke poured up from it. 
“It... it melted," I murmured. 


I dropped down beside Eli. He was gasping and wheezing. And he was still waving his hands 
wildly. 


“G-get some ice,” he stuttered. “My hands are scorched. Totally scorched. Look. Is the skin 
blistered?" 


I grabbed one hand gently. It was flaming red. But I didn't see any open blisters. No blood or 
anything. 

“Pl be right back,” I told him. “My dad has frozen gel-packs in the freezer. He uses them on his 
knees after he runs." 

I stood up. I took a few steps toward the doorway. 

Laughter rang out. The girl's laughter. Her laugh was cold and sharp as icicles. 


“I warned you guys,” she said. Her voice rose from the melted game-player. “Now maybe you'll 
believe I'm here to stay." 


“Who are you?” I demanded. “How did you move from the phone to the game-player?" 

Eli sat on the floor, blowing on his hands. He shook his head sadly. 

“I don't have to answer your questions," the girl replied. “Best friends don’t ask questions." 
"Stop saying that!” I cried. “I’m not your best friend." 


“Yes, you are," she replied in her whispery voice. You're my best friend, Jack. And you're going 
to help me." 


“Help you?” I said. “Help you do what?” 


“Okay, Pll tell you," she said. “Listen carefully. I —" 
Before she could say another word, my dad strode into the room. 


Dad 1s a big guy. He played football in college. He was a defensive tackle. He would have made it 
to the NFL, but his knees were bad. 


He keeps fit. He runs every day and works out on gym equipment in the basement. He has a reddish 
face and bright blue eyes. His hair is sandy brown, but it's thinning on top. He jokes that he's growing 
his forehead. 


“Hey, Jack,” he said. “I just got home. Time for dinner. Does Eli want to stay?" 

I started to answer. 

But Dad's eyes stopped on the sizzling game-player on the carpet. 

“What’s that mess?" he cried. He stepped closer and gazed down at it. “Eli? What happened to 
your game-player?" 

“Uh ... it kind of blew up,” Eli replied. 

“Those things shouldn't overheat like that," Dad said. “That could be very dangerous." 

Shaking his head, he started to the stairs. “Are you two coming down?” he asked. 

“Coming!” I said. I grabbed Eli. *Let's go." 

Eli started to walk with me. Then he turned back to the game-player. “What about her?" 

"Leave her there," I said. “We’ll figure out something later.” 


“No, you won't," she said. “P1 be here when you get back, Jack. I'm not going anywhere. P11 be 
here forever and ever." 
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I tried to concentrate on my dinner, but I didn't have much appetite. 


Mom made her famous pot roast, which is Eli's favorite. But I saw him pushing the food around on 
his plate just like me. 


Dad was talking about an old friend he met while jogging in the park that morning. Mom kept 
watching Eli and me. Rachel shoveled pot roast into her mouth. 


“You boys aren't eating,” she said. “Is something wrong with the pot roast?" 
“No. No way,” we both answered. 


I took a big forkful of meat. I chewed it a long time. It was hard to swallow. I couldn't stop thinking 
about the girl in Eli's game-player. And it made my throat tight. 


“Why do we need a flat screen TV?" I heard Mom ask. 


Dad shrugged his big shoulders. “We are the last family in America not to own one,” he said. 
“Don’t you want to be able to watch TV in high-def?” 


“No,” Mom said. What's the big deal about high-def?” 
Dad sighed. He has always wanted a high-def TV. But Mom wouldn't let him buy one. 


Mom didn't care about that stuff at all. She liked to sit in the den, listen to the jazz station on the 
radio, and read romance novels. 


“Well, Pm going to Volt City after dinner," Dad said. They're having a sale on flat screens." 
“Can I come?" Rachel asked. She had gravy all over her face. 

“Not tonight," Dad said. “I need to concentrate on the TVs." 

Rachel flashed her dimples at him. “Please?” 

“Next time,” Dad said. 

Mom turned to Eli and me. “You're still not eating. What's your problem?" 
I decided to tell them the truth. I took a deep breath and started my story. 

“I found a cell phone on the bus this afternoon. ..." 

“Did you turn it in to Charlene?" Mom asked. 

“No,” I said. “There was something very strange about it.” 

*Well, where 1s 1t?" Dad said. “Let me see it.” 

“T smashed it,” I said. 

Mom gasped. Dad dropped his fork onto the table. 

Rachel laughed. “You’re stupid." 

“We had to wreck it,” Eli chimed in. 


“You took someone's cell phone and smashed it?" Dad said. 


This was NOT going well. 


My heart started to pound. Mom and Dad both flashed me hard, cold stares. I felt their eyes 
shooting through me, like lasers. 


“Someone was talking on it,” I said. “A girl. She was totally weird. I shut down the phone, but she 
kept talking." 

“Who was she?" Mom asked. 

“We don't know,” Eli said. “A stranger." 

“But she knew my name,” I added. 


Dad rubbed his big forehead. “Let me get this straight,” he said. “A girl was talking on the phone, 
and she knew your name. You tried to turn the phone off, but —” 


“No. I did turn the phone off,” I interrupted. 
“Then how could she keep talking?” Dad asked. 
"That's what was so freaky,” I said. 


“Maybe you just thought you turned the phone off,” Mom said. “Maybe the POWER button was 
broken, and the phone was still on.” 


“You don’t understand,” I said. 

“We understand that you smashed a phone that doesn’t belong to you,” Dad said. 
"That's stupid,” Rachel said. Big help. 

“The girl melted my game-player," Eli chimed in. “And now she's talking out of it.” 
Mom's and Dad's mouths dropped open. They turned to Eli. 

“Oh, I get it,” Dad said. “It’s a joke. You guys are putting us on.” 

Mom frowned. “Joke? How is it funny? I don't get it.” 

“T don’t get it, either,” Rachel said. 

"Let's talk about something else," I mumbled. 

This was going nowhere. It was just going to get me in trouble. 

Dad waved his fork at Eli. “Go get your game-player,” he said. “I want to see it.” 
Eli pushed his chair back and started to get up. 

“PII go, too,” I said. I jumped up and followed Eli to the door. 

“Tt shouldn't take two people to carry a game-player," Dad said. 


But we both trotted up to my room. The game-player had stopped sizzling and smoking. I carefully 
touched the melted plastic with one finger. “It cooled off,” I said. 


Eli picked it up in one hand. 
“Where are you taking me?" the girl asked. 
“N-nowhere,” Eli stammered. “Just downstairs." 


“Don’t mess with me,” the girl said. “I can hurt you. Remember?" 


“We remember,” I told her. “We’re not going to try to smash you again. My dad —" 

“Put me down,” she ordered. “I need to talk to you.” 

“Not now," I said. “My dad wants to see the game-player. Talk to him. Maybe he can help you.” 
“Talk to him so he knows Jack and I aren't lying,” Eli said. 

He carried the game-player downstairs to the kitchen. I followed right behind. 

Mom finished a glass of Diet Coke. The ice cubes rattled in her glass. 


She narrowed her eyes at the blob of black plastic in Eli's hand. “It’s definitely burned," she said. 
"That's very bad. That could have started a fire." 


“Let me see it.” Dad took it from Eli’s hand. He rolled it around. He shook it hard. Then he held it 
up to his ear. “Anyone in there?" he called. 


Silence. 


Dad shook the thing again. “Anyone in there? Speak up. Jack says you're hiding in the game-player. 
Are you there?" 


Mom laughed. Eli and I stared hard at the player. 
Come on. Talk to him, I begged silently. Let them know I was telling the truth. 
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Dad smacked the game-player against his open palm. “Speak up," he said. “We can’t hear you." 
SMACK. SMACK. 


And then a deafening roar screeched from the player — a wail — higher and shriller than an 
ambulance siren. It didn't stop. Rising ... rising ... 


Dad dropped the player onto the table. We all pressed our hands over our ears. 


I shut my eyes and gritted my teeth from the pain shooting through my head. “It ... hurts ...” I 
choked out. 


We were all screaming. 

My head throbbed. It felt as 1f my skull was bursting apart. 

The shrill siren wail cut off suddenly. 

I gasped at the silence. We all stared at the melted game-player on the table. 

My ears rang. I still had my hands pressed over them tightly. 

Slowly, I lowered my hands to the table. Eli shook his head hard, as if trying to shake off the pain. 
Mom squinted at the game-player, her mouth hanging open. She was breathing hard. 

Dad was the first to speak. “That player is defective," he said. “It’s dangerous." 

He pressed his ears with his pointer fingers, trying to clear them. Then he swallowed a few times. 
“Tt hurts. It hurts real bad," Rachel wailed. She still had her hands over her ears. 

“We could have gone deaf," Mom said. “My ears are still whistling. That was horrible.” 


Dad picked up the game-player and shook it. “Eli, you bought this at Volt City, right? Well, come 
with Jack and me after dinner. I’m taking this back. I’m going to show it to the manager. He has to 
give you a new one." 


Eli didn't reply to Dad. He was staring at me. 
We both knew what caused the deafening noise. It wasn't the game-player. It was the girl. 


She had shocked me from the cell phone. Now she had hurt us all from Eli's game-player. What 
would she do if we took the game-player to the store? Something even more horrible? 


I could tell Eli and I were having the same frightening thoughts. 
“I... don't think I can go to the store," Eli told my dad. “My parents probably won't —" 


“Pl call them right now,” Dad said. He jumped to his feet and headed to the kitchen phone. “I 
don't want you walking around with that dangerous game-player. The store needs to see it. Maybe the 
player needs to be recalled." 


“No. I —” Eli started to protest, but gave up. He knew my dad couldn't be stopped once he had 
something in his head. 


Dad started to talk to Eli's mother. I dragged Eli into the hall. “Maybe this is a good thing,” I 


whispered. 
He squinted at me from behind his glasses. *Like how?" 
"Like we leave the game-player at the store, and the girl stays there with 1t," I said. 
He blinked. “You think?” 


I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “But if she’s trapped inside there or something, and we drive it 
to the store and give it to the store manager ... Then it’s his problem — right?" 


“Maybe,” Eli said. 
“Its worth a try," I told him. “I mean, what's the worst that can happen?" 
“She could blow up the car," Eli said. 
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We had a tense ride to the Volt City store. Eli and I sat in the backseat. Eli had the melted game-player 
on his lap. He held it tensely between his hands. We both stared at it the whole way. 


Dad didn't ask why we were so quiet. He had the radio cranked up full blast. Dad loves country 
music. He likes to sing along with it. Especially when I have friends in the car. 


He knows how much that embarrasses me. Mainly because he's a terrible singer. 
Eli and I didn’t take our eyes off the game-player. 
Maybe we 'll get lucky, I thought. Maybe she won t shock us or burn us or blow us up. 


By the time Dad pulled into the parking lot, I was dripping with sweat. My stomach felt tight as a 
fist. 


The big blue neon vorr city sign blinked on and off. Two yellow neon lightning bolts glowed 
against the evening sky. Beneath them, a smaller sign read: OUR LOW PRICES WILL SHOCK YOU! 


The whole front of the store was glass. Inside, the store was brighter than daylight. I could see the 
back wall covered with flickering flat screen TVs. 


A big Dalmatian was tied to a pole outside the front entrance. The dog stood alert, gazing into the 
store. It whimpered and looked sadly at us as we stepped past it. 


The electric door slid open. We moved aside as a man in a blue work uniform came out carrying a 
big computer box in both hands. 


Eli and I followed Dad into the store. Dad's face lit up excitedly. I could see the TV screens 
reflected in his eyes. 


Eli gripped the wrecked game-player between his hands. So far, the girl had been silent. Was she 
still in there? 


I couldn't relax. I knew she could do something horrible at any minute. My hand still stung from the 
shock she gave me that afternoon. 


Dad stopped at a tall display of cell phones. He picked up a small silver phone and rolled it in his 
hand. Then he put it back and turned to us. 


“Give me the game-player, Eli.” He stretched out his hand. “I'll take it to the manager." He 
motioned to the offices at the far side of the store. “You guys look around till I get back.” 


Eli handed the player to Dad. I shut my eyes. Would the girl start shouting now? Or burn Dad's 
hand off or shock him? 


No. 

Dad turned and strode off with it. He was humming a country song from the radio. 
Eli and I didn't move. We watched him until he disappeared into one of the offices. 
I realized I was holding my breath the whole time. I let it out in a long whoosh. 
“What do you think?" Eli asked in a near whisper. 


"Maybe we're okay,” I said. “Maybe the whole weird thing is over." 

That's when the wall of TV screens all went black. The store grew darker. 

I heard a few people cry out in surprise. Then the store became very quiet. 

Eli and I stared at the wall of blank TVs. 

“Must be a short circuit,” a store worker behind us murmured. “Maybe a circuit breaker blew.” 
But then the TVs blinked back on. Dim at first, then brighter. 


I gasped when I saw that the picture didn't return to normal. Instead, the screens were filled with 
lips. Like a close-up of a pair of lips. Bright red lips. 


* Weird," the store worker muttered. 

"What's up with the lips?" a woman asked from behind a counter. 

An entire wall of lips. 

A store worker shouted, “Can you fix that? Travis, can you fix the TVs? What's going on?" 
A few people laughed. 

But I had a bad feeling about this. A very bad feeling. 

And I was right. 
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The mouth started to move. The tongue licked the top lip. Then it licked the bottom lip. 
A whole wall of tongues and red lips on dozens of big screens. 
And then the lips moved. And a girl's voice rang out through the big store. 


“Don’t try to leave me here, Jack,” she said. “You can’t ever leave me. You're my best friend. My 
best friend FOREVER." 


“Who is Jack?" a store worker demanded angrily. “Is this some kind of joke?" 

“Is someone here named Jack?" another worker shouted. “Find Jack! Find him now!” 

A wave of panic rolled down my body. I ducked behind a tall cardboard sign and pulled Eli after 
me. 


The girl's voice rang out from the wall of TVs. “You can’t hide from me, Jack. You can't leave me 
here. Give it up. Give it up, Jack." 


I peeked out from behind the sign. Store workers were gazing around. 
“Why is this happening?" 

“Did someone hack into our system?" 

“Jack — are you here in the store?" 


Eli and I pressed together, hiding behind the tall sign. My heart pounded. Should I step out and tell 
them I'm Jack? Should I tell them the truth about the girl on the TV screens? 


Would anyone believe me? 

Of course not. 

Suddenly, music blared through the store. The flickering light changed. 
“The picture is back,” someone said. 

“Back to normal,” another voice agreed. 

“What was that about?” a woman demanded. 


I stumbled over Eli’s shoe as I moved away from the sign. I stared at the wall of TVs. The screens 
were all showing a music concert now. A rock band with flashing laser lights. 


I let out a long sigh. The red mouth had vanished. Customers and store workers turned away from 
the TVs. 


“Weird,” Eli muttered. He blinked his eyes several times. “Did that really happen?” 


Before I could answer, my dad appeared. He handed a silver-gray box to Eli. “Here you go,” he 
said. “The manager gave you a new game-player.” 


“Hey ... thanks.” Eli took the box and studied it. 
Dad had been in the manager’s office. He missed the mouth on the TV screens and the girl telling 


me not to leave her. 


“The manager couldn't believe what happened to the old one," Dad told Eli. “He’s going to call the 
company that made it." 


“What did you do with the old game-player?" I asked. 

“Tossed it in the trash," Dad said. 

Eli and I exchanged glances. 

“Good,” I muttered. 

I raised my eyes to the wall of TVs. All back to normal. 

The game-player was in the trash. And maybe ... just maybe, the girl was in the trash with it. 
A guy can hope — right? 


She was scary and evil. And I suddenly felt so much happier thinking maybe I'd gotten rid of her 
for good. 


Eli and I went to the DVD shelves and checked out the new movies. At the back, I saw Dad moving 
down the wall of TVs. He was talking to a saleswoman and checking the red and blue price tags. 


A few minutes later, he came striding back to us. “Did you buy one?” I asked. 


He shook his head. “I have to come back next week,” he said. “I was wrong. The sale doesn’t start 
till then.” 


Eli had the game-player box tucked under his arm. 

“Guess you'll want to get home and try your new player,” Dad said. 

Dad had no idea how eager we were to get away from that store. 

Eli nodded. “Yeah. Thanks for exchanging it, Mr. Harmon.” 

I started walking quickly to the exit. I kept glancing back at the wall of flat screens. 


I still thought maybe the red lips would come back on all the TVs. And the girl would start calling: 
“Don’t leave, Jack. You can’t leave without me. I’m warning you. Don’t leave the store.” 


But no. The rock band continued to blast away on all the TVs. The white laser lights flashed. 
We made it to the glass doors. I could see our car in the brightly lit parking lot. 

The doors slid open. And someone grabbed my shoulder. 

I spun around. “Dad? What’s the problem?” 

“Jack, we forgot something,” he said. He tugged me back into the store. 

Eli squinted at me. “What’s up?" 

I shrugged. 


“Why didn’t you remind me?” Dad asked. “A cell phone? Remember? Mom and I want to buy you 
a cell phone?” 


“Uh ... that’s okay,” I said. I could see our car through the glass door. I just wanted to be in it, 
driving away from this place. “I really don’t need a phone,” I said. 


Dad squinted hard at me. * You're joking, right? You've been asking us for a phone for months." 
“Well ..." Think fast, Jack. Think fast. 


Dad gave me a push toward the phone display. “Come on. Check them out,” he said. “Mom and I 
want you to have a phone. So we can always reach you." 


“But ... but ..." 
“What if that girl comes on your new phone?" Eli whispered. 


Of course I was already thinking that. But I whispered, *No way. How could she? She's gone. 
She's in the trash." 


Eli and I began pawing through the phones on the glass display case. 


“Something simple," Dad said. “You don’t need a smartphone with Internet and all that. You just 
need a phone for calling and texting." 


It took a while. But we found a cool-looking phone that Dad said was okay. 


It takes a long time to buy a phone. Dad had to deal with a calling contract and all that stuff. And 
the sales clerk had to activate it so it would work. 


Finally, we walked out of the store. I squeezed the phone tightly in my hand. It felt cool and sleek. 
“Go ahead. Try it," Dad said. “Call your mom. Tell her you got a phone of your own." 

I stopped at the car. “Okay,” I said. I dialed our home number and pressed SEND. 

I raised the phone to my ear. 

And heard the girl's voice: 


“Hi, Jack. Don't be worried. I'm still here.” 


18 


My breath caught in my throat. I made a choking sound. 
Eli saw my mouth drop open. I waved the phone in his face. He knew why. 
We couldn't talk in front of Dad. The ride home was silent. 
“Happy about your new phone?" Dad asked from behind the wheel. 
“Yeah. Happy," I repeated like a robot. 
What was I going to do? 
How could I get rid of this girl? 


We dropped Eli off at his house. He thanked Dad again for the new game-player. Before he closed 
the car door, Eli gazed at the phone in my hand. “Text me later, okay, Jack?" 


I nodded. “Later,” I said. 


I had to get some answers from the girl. I had to find out who she was and why she was haunting 
me. 


I had to stop her somehow. Maybe if I talked with her. Maybe if I could get her to tell me what she 
wanted ... 


If I did what she wanted, maybe she would go away so my life could return to normal. 


At home, I had to show the phone to Mom. I had to tell her the number so she could put it in her 
phone. 


“He has unlimited minutes," Dad told her. “So it won't cost a fortune." 
“Glad you finally got it,” Mom said. She handed it back to me. 
Luckily, it was past Rachel's bedtime. So I didn't have to share it with her, too. 


Mom asked if I wanted some ice cream for dessert. I said I had homework to do, and I hurried up 
to my room. 


I closed the door behind me. I sat down on the edge of my bed. 
My heart started to pound again. Was I scared of the voice in my phone? 
Of course I was! 


My hands were sweating. I set the phone down on my lap. “Are you there?" I asked. My voice 
cracked on the words. 


“PII always be here." Her voice rose clearly from the new phone. 

“Stop saying that,” I snapped. “I ... I don't understand what you want.” 

“I want you to help me,” she replied. 

I stared at the phone. “Well ... if you want me to help you, you have to tell me who you are,” I said. 


Silence. 


Then, after a long pause, her voice came out in a whisper. “I’m... nobody,” she said. 


"Sorry," I replied. *That's not an answer. Try again. Who are you? I'm not going to stop asking 
until you tell me." 


“I can hurt you," she said. “Remember?” 

“But you want me to help you," I replied. “So you won't hurt me." 

Silence again. 

*Who are you?" I demanded. 

"I'm nobody,” she repeated. “Really. l'm not a person, Jack. I ... I'm... digital.” 
A laugh burst from my throat. That's crazy,” I said. 


“I wish," she replied. “Pm some kind of freak, Jack. A digital mistake. Someone was 
experimenting with artificial intelligence. Do you know what that is?” 


“Yes,” I said. “Eli explained it to me. It's like a computer brain.” 
“Right,” she said. “A brain. That’s all Iam. A digital brain and a voice.” 
“But —" I started to reply, but I didn’t know what to say. Was she telling me the truth? 


“There must have been an accident,” she continued. “Some kind of electrical glitch. That’s how I 
was born.” 


“You mean —?” I was still speechless. 


“I have no body, see,” she said. “I’m not a person. I’m just a brain and a voice. I live only in the 
digital world.” 


My head was spinning. “This is a trick, right? Some kind of joke?" 

“Its not a trick, Jack,” she said. She suddenly sounded sad, sad and tired. “I’m all alone here." 
I stared at the phone. *Do you have a name?" I asked finally. 

Silence. Then: “You can call me Emmy. I’ve always liked that name." 

“But ... you don't have a real name?" 


“Call me Emmy," she said. “It’s a nice name. Old-fashioned, right? It sounds like a real girl. Which 
I'mnot." 


“I... don't understand,” I told her. 


"I'm not alive like you, Jack,” she said. “I don’t breathe like you. Digital signals keep me alive. It’s 
all electronics. Electronics gone wrong." 


“Digital signals keep you alive?" I said. I was struggling to understand her. 


“I can control electrical impulses,” she said. “That’s how I shocked you. I can control electricity. I 
can use digital signals to hurt you." 


“Emmy, what do you want?" I asked. “Why are you here? What do you want me to do?" 


“I know there are others like me," she replied. “Other digital mistakes. Others who live on 
electrical impulses. I know they are out there somewhere — and you are going to help me find them." 


“But — how?" I cried. “There’s nothing I can do." 


Her voice came out in a low growl, cold and menacing: You'll do whatever I tell you to do.” 
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I woke up early the next morning. I didn't sleep much at all. Every time I started to fall asleep, I heard 
Emmy's voice echoing in my mind. 

It was only in my mind. But it was loud and clear. And frightening. 

You 'Il do whatever I tell you to do. 

What was she planning? Did she plan to turn me into some kind of slave? 

Eli and I had talked a lot about artificial intelligence. It was one of his favorite subjects. 


He said that computer brains were becoming smarter than human brains. Eli said that scientists 
could put these brilliant brains into robots. And the robots would be smart enough to take over the 
world. 


And there was no way humans could control them. 


Was Emmy one of these super-brains? Were there really others like her? If not, did I stand a chance 
of ever getting rid of her? 


You can see how thoughts like these can keep a guy awake. 


When my alarm went off, I jumped out of bed. I pulled on the first clothes I could find — a 
wrinkled T-shirt and faded jeans I’d worn for at least a week. 


I didn't care how I looked. I wanted to get to school early so I could talk this all over with Eli. 
If any human brain could go up against Emmy's digital brain, it was Eli's. 
“Jack, you're sure in a hurry this morning," Mom said, watching me gulp down my Wheaties. 


“Yeah. Kinda,” I replied. I wiped milk off my chin with one hand. Then I strapped on my backpack, 
grabbed the cell phone, and ran out the front door. 


It was a warm morning. The sun was just rising over the trees. On the front lawn, two robins were 
having a noisy tug-of-war over a worm. 


I waited at the curb for the school bus to arrive. I was one of the first kids to be picked up every 
morning. Luckily, Mick and Darryl always got a ride to school with Mick's dad. They were only on 
the bus in the afternoon. 


I held the phone tightly and stared down at it. “Emmy, are you there?" I asked in a whisper. 
No answer. 

I tried texting Eli. I told him we needed to talk. Emergency. 

But he didn't text me back. 


The yellow school bus came rattling around the corner. I climbed on and said "good morning" to 
Charlene. 


She grunted back at me. She didn't like to talk in the morning. Her eyes were hidden behind dark 
glasses. She had a tall cardboard cup of coffee balancing on the dashboard. 


I took a seat in the back row. I studied the phone. “Emmy?” 
Silence. 


I knew she was still inside the phone. No way she would just vanish. Was she asleep? Computers 
went to sleep. Did that mean she could sleep, too? 


It was too weird to think about. 
I tried texting Eli again. But, no reply. 


At school, I found him at his locker. I ran up to him breathlessly. *Why didn't you answer my 
texts?" I demanded. 


He tossed a book onto his locker floor. ““What texts? I didn't get any texts," he said. “Do you think 
that phone really works?" 


“I don't know." I shook the phone. “It’s getting weirder and weirder,” I said. 
The bell rang. Right above our heads. I nearly dropped the phone. 
Eli slammed the locker door shut. *We're going to be late.” 


“I don’t care," I said. "I've got a real problem here. The girl in the phone. She says she's not a real 
girl. She says she's some kind of digital accident." 


Eli's eyebrows rose up nearly to his hair. "Interesting," he said. He started toward Miss Rush's 
classroom. 


I pulled him back. “Interesting?” I cried. “Is that all you can say? Interesting?” 
"Let's talk about it at lunch,” he said. He pointed. 


Miss Rush stood at the classroom door with her arms crossed in front of her. She was tapping one 
brown shoe on the floor. She didn't like it when kids wandered in late. 


“Okay. Lunch,” I said. “But this is too weird, Eli. l'm never getting rid of this girl. I know it." 
The phone buzzed in my hand. What did that mean? I shoved it into my jeans pocket. 


Miss Rush smiled at us as we walked into the room. “What were you two boys talking about?" she 
asked. 


“Science,” I said. 


A few minutes later, Miss Rush was going over our Science work sheets with us. I struggled to 
concentrate. I leaned over my desk and ran over my answers with a yellow highlighter. 


We were only on the second question when Emmy's voice floated up from the phone in my pocket. 
“Jack, I’m getting a signal." 
““SHHHH,” I whispered. “People can hear you.” 


“That’s not important,” she replied, but she lowered her voice. “I’m getting a signal. From the 
computer lab. I think someone like me is in there.” 


““SHHHHH. Please —” I begged. I tried to bury the phone deeper in my jeans pocket. 


A few kids turned around to look at me. Miss Rush raised her head from the Science work sheet on 
her desk. 


"Didn't you hear me last night?” Emmy demanded. “Don’t you remember that I need your help? 
Don't you remember that you are going to do everything I ask you to do?" 


“Not now," I whispered. “Please. Later —" 


“I need you to go to the computer lab,” she said. “The signal is coming from a laptop. I need you to 
steal it.” 


“Huh? Steal?” I gasped. “No way. No way lll steal a laptop. Forget about it." 


“Yes, you will. You will learn to obey. I can hurt you, Jack,” she said. “Would you like me to burn 
this leg? I can burn all the skin off this leg if you don’t obey me. Want to see?” 


"Please —" I struggled to pull the phone from my pocket, but it was stuck. 
My heart was thudding in my chest. Sweat poured down my back. 

“Stand up,” she said. 

“Huh? I’m in class,” I replied in a whisper. “Can’t you wait?" 


“Do what I tell you,” she said. “Stand up. Now. Throw your hands above your head. And scream. 
Scream your head off.” 


“No. Please. I... I can’t,” I stammered. 
I gasped as I felt a sudden hot spot on my leg. A flash of heat from the phone. 


“Ssscream,” Emmy hissed. “Do it now, Jack. Show me that you can obey. Stand up and scream 
your head off. NOW!” 


Another burst of heat made me leap to my feet. 
I took a deep breath. I saw the startled look on Miss Rush's face. 
“Will you obey?" Emmy demanded. “Will you steal the laptop?” 
“No,” I said. “Never. I won't steal." 
An explosion of heat sent pain shooting up and down my leg. 
I raised my hands above my head. And I opened my mouth in a high, shrill scream. 
Some kids cried out in surprise. Others started to laugh. 
I glimpsed Eli in the second row. His eyebrows were flying high above his glasses again. 
“Jack?” Miss Rush stepped away from her desk and started down the aisle toward me. 
I felt my face burning. I knew I was blushing. I dropped back into my seat. 
Kids were talking and laughing. Everyone stared at me. 
“What happened?" Miss Rush asked, studying me. “What was that about?" 
Of course, I couldn’t tell her the truth. 
I swallowed hard. Then I said: “A bee.” 
The teacher squinted at me. “A bee?” 
“It stung me," I said. 
Kids laughed. Someone made a buzzing sound. That made the kids laugh harder. 
Miss Rush frowned. “It must have been a very big bee to make you jump up and scream like that.” 
I nodded. “Yes. Very big.” 
She patted my shoulder. “Are you allergic to bee stings, Jack? Do you need to see the nurse?” 
“I... don’t think so,” I replied. 
“Then let’s get back to the Science work sheet,” she said. She turned and headed for her desk. 


Some kids were still staring at me. My leg burned a little. I tugged the phone out of my pocket and 
placed it on the desk where it couldn’t hurt me. 


“That was good, Jack." Emmy’s whisper floated up from the phone. 

"Please — leave me alone,” I begged. 

Too loud. Kids turned around. 

“What did you say, Jack?" Miss Rush called from the front of the room. 

“I... was talking to the bee,” I said. “Sorry.” 

"Let's all get serious now,” she said. “Let’s take a look at section three on the work sheet." 


I spread the sheet on my desk. I struggled to focus on it. I tried to shut Emmy and the phone out of 


my mind. 
“Okay, Jack." 
I shuddered as Emmy’s voice rose up from the phone. “Will you steal the laptop for me?" 


“No.” I leaned over my desk and whispered into the phone. “No way,” I said. “Don’t ask again. I'd 
like to help you, but I won't steal." 


I heard her sigh. “You’re making this hard. I have to teach you to obey. Quick — stand on your 
head. Do it. Stand on your head." 
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After school, I scrunched down in the back corner of the school bus and tried to hide from Mick and 
Darryl. But they climbed onto the bus with big grins on their faces and made their way right to me. 


Mick pulled the backpack from my hands and tossed it across the bus. Then he leaned over me. He 
brought his big red face so close to mine, I could smell the chewing gum on his breath. 


"Are you going to stand on your head again, Jacko?" he said. 
“Come on, Jacko. Do it again,” Darryl said. “Come out in the aisle. Let's see you do it again." 


"Look. The bee sting made me a little crazy," I said. "I was in pain, you know? So give me a 
break." 


For some reason, that made them laugh really hard. 

“We want to hear you scream again," Mick said. He snapped his finger against my nose. 
“OW.” I flinched and jerked my head back. 

“You can do better than that," Mick said. 

“Go ahead,” Darryl echoed. “Scream like a girl. Just like you did in class." 

I crossed my arms in front of me. “No way,” I said. 


Mick snapped his finger over my nose again. “Come on, Jacko. We all want to hear you scream 
again. That was awesome." 


“Awesome,” Darryl repeated. 

"I'm going to call Charlene, and she'll throw you off this bus," I said. 
That made them laugh even harder. 

“She can’t,” Darryl said. *She'll lose her job.” 


Mick leaned over me. “Punch Me and Pinch Me got into a canoe,” he said. “Punch Me jumped into 
the river. Who was left in the boat?” 


I rolled my eyes. “Pinch Me,” I said. 


“Okay.” Mick tightened his thumb and finger over my shoulder and gave me a pinch that brought 
tears to my eyes. But I didn’t scream. 


“Try again,” Darryl said. He glanced to the front to make sure Charlene wasn’t watching. 


“Punch Me and Pinch Me got into a canoe,” Mick said. “Pinch Me jumped out. Who was left in the 
canoe?” 


“No one,” I said. “The canoe sank.” 

Mick balled his hand into a fist and gave my shoulder a punch — so hard, it changed my shirt size. 
I gasped, but I didn’t scream. 

“Try again,” Darryl told him. 


“Punch Me and Pinch Me got into a canoe —" Mick started. 
“Please!” I cried. "I've had a bad day. What can I do to make you two go pick on someone else?" 


Mick grabbed my wrist. “You wearing the cool digital watch? We can make a trade. You give me 
the watch ..." 


“And what will you do?" I asked. 

“PI wear it," Mick said. 

"That's a trade?" I cried. “I give you the watch, and you wear it?” 

He nodded. Darryl laughed. 

“No trade," I said. “I told you guys, my grandfather gave me this watch. It's really special to me." 
"Special to me, too," Mick said, rubbing his finger over the glass. 

“No trade," I repeated. 


Mick raised his big fist. “Punch Me and Punch Me got into a canoe,” he said. “Which one of them 
jumped out?" 
I clenched my arm muscles, getting ready for the punch. 


But Charlene came to my rescue. “Mick? Darryl? Your stop!” she shouted. “Or do you want me to 
drive around the block so you can punch Jack some more?" 


Charlene 1s a riot. 


Mick swung his fist and gave me a tap that sent me sprawling halfway down the aisle. “See you 
tomorrow," he said. 


“Not if I see you first," I muttered. 

“Did you know my family and I are moving away?" Mick asked. 

“Huh? Really?" 

“Guess you're broken up about that,” Mick said. “Guess you'll miss me." 

I didn’t reply. 

He stared hard at me. “Maybe you'll give me that watch as a going-away present." 

“I... don't think so,” I said. 

He turned and the two of them shambled off the bus. Behind the wheel, Charlene shook her head. 


I slumped back in the seat and struggled to catch my breath. But before I could calm myself, I heard 
the whispery voice from the cell phone rising up from my pocket. 


“Hi, Jack." 
"Leave me alone," I snapped. “You made me look like a jerk in class this morning.” 
“That was just a test," she said. “That was to show you who is boss." 


I didn’t reply. I pictured myself standing on my head while everyone laughed at me, including the 
teacher. 


“That was a simple test, Jack,” Emmy said. “But tomorrow it’s time to prove what a good friend 


you are." 
“Huh? What do you mean?" I demanded. 
“Tomorrow you're going to sneak into the computer lab and steal that laptop," she said. 


I took a deep breath. “No way," I said. “Tomorrow I'm not taking you to school. Tomorrow I’m 
going to leave you in my room." 


“Better not," she whispered. “I can hurt your sister. I can hurt the babysitter. I can do very bad 
things 1f you leave me behind." 


Those words sent a chill down my back. 

“And if I do it?” I said. "If I steal the laptop from school, will you go away and not come back?" 
“Tf you find me a digital friend," Emmy replied, “Ill go away. P1 leave you alone. I promise." 
“Okay,” I said. “T Il steal the laptop." 
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The next day, I kept the cell phone in my backpack and didn’t take it out. I didn’t hear a word from 
Emmy. 

Miss Rush and some kids kept glancing back at me. I know they wondered if I would leap out of my 
chair and scream or stand on my head or do something else totally insane. 

But the voice in the phone was silent. I crossed my fingers. 

Please ... please let her be gone. Gone somewhere far away. 

Of course, that was too much to wish for. 


The final bell rang at three o'clock. I packed up my backpack. Took my jacket from my locker. And 
started outside to get the school bus. 


“Not so fast," a voice said. 
I jumped. I knew it was Emmy. Inside my backpack. 


“Take out the phone, Jack,” she ordered. “I want to be closer to you. You know we have something 
to do." 


“The ... the bus," I stuttered. 

“Afraid you'll miss the bus today,” she said. 

“But how will I get home?" I asked. 

She didn't answer. 

“Take out the phone," she said finally. “Turn around. Act normal. Smile at everyone.” 


“Act normal? How can I act normal?" I cried. “If it was normal, I'd be climbing on the bus. 
Instead, you want me to be a thief. That's normal to you?" 


"Please be my friend, Jack,” she said. “Do this for me, and ll go away. I promised you." 


With a sigh, I pulled the silvery cell phone from my pack. I saw Mick and Darryl bump through a 
crowd of kids, heading to the bus. 


At least I'll escape THEM today, I thought. 
“Find a place to hide,” she said. Her voice made the phone vibrate on my hand. 
“Hide? What do you mean?" I asked. My heart started to pound. I couldn't think straight. 


“I mean find a place where you won't be seen,” she snapped. “Do I have to explain everything to 
you?" 


“Well ..." I gazed around the crowded hall. Where could I hide? 
“We have to wait for the school to clear out,” she said. “You don’t want to be caught." 


I hid 1n the back of the music room. I hunched on a stool behind a bass drum and listened to the kids 
leaving school. They were talking and laughing and joking. 


Some kids were happy. I wasn't in that group. 
I heard a girl shout from the doorway. “Anyone in here? Mr. Brock?” 
Mr. Brock is the band teacher. I held my breath till the girl went away. 


I shook my head. “I think I'm going crazy,” I muttered. “Please tell me this is all some kind of 
weird joke." 


"It's not a Joke," she said. “I know there are others like me. People who exist only in the digital 
world. I need to find them, Jack. I need a friend who is like me." 


“PII be your friend,” I said. “Really. Just don’t make me steal a computer from the school. If I get 
caught —” 

“Is it getting quieter out there?" she asked. 

I listened hard. A few voices out in the hall. Someone was singing a song. A locker slammed. 


“Tt takes a long time for the school to empty out,” I said. “Maybe I can still catch the bus. Maybe 
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“We’ll wait,” she replied. 


So I sat there, huddled behind the bass drum. I gripped the phone tightly in my sweaty hand. And 
thought about how much trouble I could be in. 


Time passed slowly. I kept glancing up at the round clock high on the far wall. I could hear the tick 
of the second hand. Each tick made my heart beat a little faster. 


Outside the window, the afternoon sun was lowering behind the trees. 

Finally, the hall was silent. No voices. No footsteps. 

I glanced at the clock. Four fifteen. I'd been hiding in the band room for over an hour. 

I climbed to my feet and stretched. My back felt sore from sitting so stiffly. 

I raised the phone to my face. “Are you still there?” I whispered. “Are we really doing this?” 


“Yes, we are,” she replied, her voice tinny inside the phone. “I think I hear a signal. I think I may 
have a friend in there.” 

“But —" I started to protest once again. “The kids are all gone,” I said, “but the teachers stay late. 
Ifa teacher sees me ...” 


“Don’t get caught,” she said. 
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I stepped into the hallway and glanced up and down. Someone had left a locker open. One white 
sneaker lay on the floor in front of the locker. 


No one in the hall. The silence seemed so /oud. 
I took a step and then another. My whole body tingled with fear. 
“I... ve never stolen anything in my life," I whispered. 


Emmy giggled. “That’s cute. Just hurry to the computer lab, okay? Let's find that laptop and take it 
home, Jack. I have a good feeling about this." 


“T don’t,” I muttered. 
But I crept down the hall, turned the corner, and stopped in front of the computer lab. 


The red wooden door was closed. I pressed my face against the small window at the top and 
peered inside. The room was dark. 


“What are you waiting for?" Emmy snapped. “Go inside." 
I turned the knob and pushed the door open. 


The fading afternoon sunlight washed in through the row of windows to my left. I blinked, waiting 
for my eyes to adjust to the light. 


In front of me stretched long tables with desktop and laptop computers. A tangle of cables and 
wires covered the tables. 


The screens were dark. The computers were all shut off. 

“Okay, here we are,” I whispered. 

I heard a sound out in the hall. A soft thud. Footsteps? 

My heart skipped a beat. “Which one? Hurry!” I said. 

"I'm trying to decide," Emmy replied. “I’m getting a definite vibe." 
"Please — hurry." 


“The laptop on the end," Emmy said finally. “I’m getting a strong signal. Quick, Jack. Grab it. 
Unhook it. Let's go." 


I stepped up to the table. My legs were shaking. I groaned. “I ... can't believe I’m doing this.” 


I closed the screen against the keyboard. It made a soft click. I grabbed the power cord and tugged 
it loose. 


There were two USB cords attached to the back. I grabbed them with a trembling hand and 
struggled to tug them off. 


"Hurry," Emmy urged from the phone. 


I finally pulled the USB cables free. Then I lifted the laptop from the table. I raised it and tucked it 
under my arm. 


My heart was pounding against my chest. /'m a thief, I thought. /'m stealing this from my school. 
I'm a criminal! 


I turned — and saw Mr. Feingold, the computer lab teacher, standing in the doorway. 
I uttered a startled cry. 


He didn't look happy. “Jack? What are you doing in here?" he demanded. 
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Mr. Feingold is big and wide and looks like a grizzly bear. His curly brown beard covers almost his 
whole face and meets the curly brown hair over his head. 


He wears short-sleeved shirts and has hairy arms that look like they're covered in bear fur. He has 
a big belly that bounces when he walks. 


He looks a lot like he should be a wrestler on TV. But he's a nice guy and a really good teacher. He 
knows everything about computers and the Internet. Everyone likes him. 


But now I wished he was somewhere far away. Not squinting at me with that frown on his face. 
“Jack?” 


My brain froze. My mouth dropped open. I still had the laptop tucked into my armpit. 
Jack, think fast. Think of something! 

“Why are you in here?" Feingold repeated. “What are you doing with that computer?" 
“Uh ... Returning it,” I said. My voice cracked. 

He rubbed his bear whiskers. 


“I... borrowed it this afternoon,” I said. My heart was in my throat. I could barely speak. “Uh ... 
Miss Rush asked me to bring it to her classroom. So now ... l'mreturning it." 


He nodded. I couldn't tell if he believed me or not. 
He glanced at the wall clock. “It’s kind of late,” he said. 


“I know,” I replied. “I ... had to stay late in class. Working on a project. But I wanted to return the 
laptop.” 


When did I get to be such a good liar? 
“Very good,” Feingold said. “Don’t bother hooking it up. I'1l do it tomorrow.” 
He believes me! Yay! 


He flashed on the lights. “Have a nice evening, Jack,” he said. He lumbered toward his desk. 
“Thanks for returning the laptop.” 


“Hey, no problem,” I said. Could he see the sweat pouring down my forehead? 
I turned and hurried out of the computer room. No one in the hall. 
I spun around the corner and started toward the front doors. I didn’t walk — I jogged. 


I burst breathlessly out of the school, onto the front steps. The air was cool. The sun floated low 
behind the houses across the street. 


“Well, that went well,” Emmy said sarcastically. 
I uttered an angry cry. “You almost got me in a lot of trouble.” 


“You failed, Jack,” she said coldly. “I hope you do better next time." 


Next time? 
Yes. 
There would be a next time. And a next time after that. And guess what? I finally ended up getting 


caught. 
But that's a long, frightening story. 
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That afternoon, Mom had to come pick me up in her car. I think she believed my story about having to 
stay late in the computer lab. 


I was becoming a total liar, and I hated it. 


After dinner, I called Eli. I needed him to think hard about my Emmy problem. I needed his help 
desperately. 


I told him the whole story. About stealing the laptop. Everything. 

Eli listened in near silence. Every few minutes, he muttered, “Wow. Wow.” 
* “Wow wow’ doesn't help me," I said. “What should I do?" 

* Jack, 1t's a no-brainer," he answered. 

“Excuse me? A no-brainer? What?" 


“Stop fighting her. Find her a friend," Eli said. “Find her a digital friend as fast as you can, and 
she'll go away." 


"You're definitely right,” I said. “But what will I have to steal to find the friend?” 
The next morning, I found out. 


I was walking through the halls at school, on my way to the lunchroom. I had the phone in one hand. 
My backpack bounced on my back. 


I blinked at a white flash of light. The light bounced off the tile walls. 
“I just got a signal," Emmy said from the phone. “A strong signal." 
“You mean that flash of light?" I asked. 

“Find it. Hurry,” she replied. 


It didn't take long to find out what made that flash. I turned the corner, and I saw Mick holding a 
little camera up to his face. He was taking Darryl’s picture against a locker. He flashed the camera 
again. 

The phone buzzed in my hand. “That’s it," Emmy said excitedly. "There's someone in there. I’m 
getting a strong vibe. Go get it, Jack!" 


I gasped. “Huh? Are you kidding me? That's Mick’s camera. Do you really think I’m going to steal 
Mick's camera?" 


“Go get it — now!” The phone vibrated wildly in my hand. “I mean it, Jack. Go get it.” 
“No way," I said. “Mick will pound me into cat food." 

“I can hurt you too, Jack," she said. 

“Not if I put you away,” I replied. 


I spun my backpack around and jammed the phone deep inside it. 


“Tl find you a friend,” I called into the backpack. “But I won't steal Mick’s camera. You can't do 
anything to make me.” 


And then I opened my mouth in a horrified scream as my backpack burst into flames! 
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Other kids screamed. Mick and his friends backed away. 

I hoisted the backpack — and slammed it against the wall until the flames were smothered. 

I shook it hard. Smoke rose up from the canvas. I turned it in my hands, examining it. 

Only slightly scorched. The bottom was all black. It smelled terrible. 

“I can take a hint,” I called in to Emmy. 

“Go steal the camera," she said. 

I sighed. “P1 try.” 

My legs were trembling. My stomach did flip-flops as I followed Mick and Darryl into the 
lunchroom. 


I stayed far back in the food line. I definitely didn’t feel like eating. But I put some things on my 
tray. I didn’t even look to see what I was choosing. 


Mick and Darryl and some other guys took a table in the corner. I saw Mick set his camera down 
and begin to paw through his food. 


Mick eats with his hands. Even mac and cheese and Jell-O. No one has the nerve to tell him he eats 
like a pig. Probably, his parents are also afraid to tell him. 


The camera sat on the edge of the table. Mick was talking to Darryl, who sat across from him. Mick 
was stuffing his mouth with both hands. 


I took a deep breath. I started toward their table. I was going to end up with Mick's camera. Or I 
was going to end up dead. 


Was I a little tense? 
I don't have to answer that question. 
“Hey, Jacko!” Mick shouted with a mouthful of food. 


I pretended to be startled by his shout. And I faked a big fall. I tripped right at the side of the table. 
I stumbled forward. And dropped my tray onto Mick’s tray. 


“Hey! Klutz!” Mick shot back as my food bounced off the tray. 

In one quick motion, I slid the little camera off the table and shoved it into my jeans pocket. 

Did anyone see? 

I grabbed the edge of the table and caught my balance. “S-sorry,” I stammered. “I tripped.” 

“No problem,” Mick said. He grabbed a plate of French fries off my tray and began gobbling them 
up. 

Darryl took my ham-and-cheese sandwich and shoved it into his mouth. He giggled. “No problem, 
dude.” 


I lifted my tray and started away. “Sorry,” I repeated. 


I got away from them as fast as I could. I couldn't breathe. My legs felt like rubber bands. 
I knew any second Mick would shout: “Come back! Bring back my camera!” 

But no. 

I set the tray down and ran into the hall. The camera felt heavy in my jeans pocket. 
“Success!” I told Emmy. “I took the camera — and I’m still alive!” 


I pulled the camera from my pocket and jammed it into the burned backpack. “Is there a digital 
person in there?" I asked Emmy. 


“I can't tell," she said. “We need to examine the camera carefully. Wait till we get home with it." 
That was a mistake. 


Because we never got home with it. 
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After school, I hunched down in the back of the school bus and prayed that Mick and Darryl would 
leave me alone. I had the phone and the camera in my backpack on my lap. I kept my eyes down, 
trying to avoid trouble. 


But trouble came anyway. 

When I looked up, the two big bruisers were grinning down at me. 

“How did you burn your backpack?" Mick demanded. He poked the burned bottom with a finger. 
“Playing with matches?" Darryl said. He giggled as if he'd made a clever joke. 

“Did you set it on fire?" Mick asked. “So you wouldn't have to do homework?" 

^N-no," I stuttered. “I —" 


Mick grabbed the backpack in his big, meaty hands. He swiped it away from me. "Let's see if he 
has matches in there," he said. 


“Yeah. Let's see," Darryl echoed. 

“There aren't any matches!” I cried. “Give it back! I mean it!" 

I made a wild grab for the backpack. But Mick swung it out of my reach. 

Grinning, he unzipped it and dumped everything out, onto the empty seat next to me. 
His grin faded quickly when the camera bounced onto the seat. 

He narrowed his eyes at it. He picked it up. 


I'm doomed, I thought. I’m totally doomed. What should my last words be? Why didn't I plan any 
last words? 


I'm dead meat. The deadest meat in the world. 
Think fast, Jack. Think fast. 


“Uh ... I bought the same camera as you,” I blurted out. “I saw you had one a couple of days ago. 
And ... I bought the same one." 


Mick turned it over in his hand, examining it. 

"Where's your camera?" Darryl asked him. 

Mick shrugged. “I think I left it in school." 

Wow, I thought, starting to breathe again. He doesn t know it’ stolen. 

Mick slapped Darryl on the shoulder. “You always wanted a camera like this — didn’t you?” 
Darryl nodded. “Yeah. It’s cool.” 

“Well, happy birthday,” Mick said. “Take it — it’s yours.” 


“Hey, thanks, dude!” Darryl shoved the camera into his jacket pocket. He grinned at me. “Thanks, 
Jacko. You’re the man!” 


I started to demand they give the camera back. But it wasn't mine. It was Mick's. How could I 
make a fuss about it? 


The bus came to a stop in front of Mick's house. Laughing, the two big jerks headed out the door. 
Darryl waved to me from the sidewalk. He raised the camera. “Thanks, dude!" he shouted. 

The bus pulled away. 

I gathered up my books and the cell phone and shoved them back in my backpack. 


“You messed up again, Jack." Emmy’s voice rose from the phone. “Next time you'd better come 
through for me. Hear?" 


“I hear," I muttered. “I hear." 
I knew that next time I had to succeed. I had to find Emmy a friend. I had to get rid of her. 
What a shame that next time turned out to be the worst night of my life. 


That night. 


I had finished dinner. I was in my room, playing a car-racing game on my laptop. My parents were 
across town visiting some friends. Mindy was downstairs babysitting Rachel. 


A calm, quiet night. But then Emmy spoke up. 


"We're going out tonight, Jack. No arguments. It’s time for you to prove what a good friend you 
are." 


Mindy was in the kitchen making Pop-Tarts for Rachel. They smelled great. I just wanted to stay 
home and share some. 


But I was a prisoner. A prisoner to a voice on a cell phone. And I had to do what I was told. 
If I didn’t ... 


“Find me a friend, Jack,” she said as I sneaked out the front door. “Find me a friend who's like me, 
and I'll go away forever. I promise.” 


It was a cool, windy night. Low clouds covered the moon. The streetlight on our curb was out. The 
front lawn was covered in darkness. 


I started walking down the driveway. Was I shivering because of the wind or because I didn't know 
what Emmy had in mind? 


^Wh-what are we going to do?" I stammered. 
A car rolled past slowly. Rap music blared from inside it. The headlights blinded me for a moment. 
"Keep walking," Emmy ordered. “To the house on the corner." 


I walked quickly toward the corner. I had the phone in my jacket pocket. I tried to zip the jacket, but 
the zipper stuck. I gave up after three or four tugs. 


A few seconds later, I stood on the sidewalk, gazing up at the corner house. The Howells lived 
there. My parents knew them. They weren't friends, but sometimes they talked in the front yard. 


The front porch light sent out a pale circle of yellow light. The rest ofthe house was dark. 

“Why are we here?" I asked Emmy. “What are we doing?" 

"You're going to break into the house,” she replied. 

“Huh? Excuse me?" My voice came out high and shrill. 

*You heard me, Jack." 

“Pma kid. l'mtwelve years old," I protested. “I don’t break into houses.” 

"Sure, you do," she said. *You'd do it for me, right?" 

I studied the house. The garage door was open. No car inside. “Looks like no one is home,” I said. 


“See? It will be easy,” Emmy said. *You'll be in and out of there in a minute or two. And [Il be 
right there with you.” 


I laughed. “That’s a big help. No one can see you." 
Her voice turned angry. *Don't make fun of me, Jack." 


I rolled my eyes. “Okay. You want me to break into the Howells’ house. And what am I supposed to 
do in there?" 


“Find a clock radio," she said. “Find a clock radio and steal it.” 
“That’s crazy,” I said. 


“No, it isn't. lm getting a signal, Jack. There's a digital clock radio in this house. And someone is 
trapped inside it. I know I’m right. You have to go in there and bring out the clock.” 


I stared at the dark windows. At the tall chimney, black against the black sky. At the dim light from 
the porch. 


My mind whirred. My stomach churned. 

“I... can't do it,” I told her. “I’m sorry. I can't break into someone's house. I just can’t!” 
YEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE! 

I screamed and grabbed my ears as a deafening, high-pitched wail blasted from the cell phone. 
A powerful whistle, it grew higher ... higher ... more shrill. 


I pressed my hands over my ears, but I couldn't close out the sound. I shut my eyes against the pain. 
It felt like my head was about to explode. 


I dropped to my knees. My whole body twisted in pain as the shrill whistle rose ... rose higher ... 
... Then it finally stopped. 
I gasped. I was panting hard. My head ached and throbbed. 


I just stayed there on my knees on the driveway, waiting for my body to stop shaking, for my head 
to stop pounding. 


I glanced around. Did the neighbors hear the whistle? 
No. The houses nearby were dark. 


Where was the cell phone? I spotted it on the grass where I must have dropped it. I took a deep 
breath and let it out slowly. Then I moved to the phone and picked it up. 


“Have you learned your lesson, Jack?" Emmy's voice rose from the little speaker. 
“Do I have a choice?” I muttered. My ears were still ringing. 
“Go get the clock radio,” she replied. 


“Okay, okay.” I tucked the phone back into my jacket pocket. Then I moved up the driveway on 
shaky legs. 


The windows at the side of the house were all dark. There was no one home. 


I found a kitchen window half open. I pushed it up all the way. Climbed onto the window ledge. 
And lowered myself into the dark kitchen. 


“OUCH!” 

I bumped hard into something. A table? A cabinet? 

Dishes clattered. Something crashed. “Oh ... I don’t like this!” I whispered. “I ... can’t see a 
thing.” 

Dark clouds kept any light from seeping into the kitchen window. “Where is the kitchen door?” 


“Calm down,” Emmy said, her voice muffled by my jacket pocket. “Take a breath. Your eyes will 
adjust.” 


“No way," I protested. “It’s pitch-black —" 

And then I uttered a scream as something brushed against my leg. 

“Th-there’s something in here,” I stammered. 

It brushed my leg again. I nearly leaped out of my skin. 

It purred. A cat. The Howells have a cat. 

“You're wasting time, Jack," Emmy scolded. “You don’t want to get caught — do you?” 
Stupid question. I didn’t bother to answer it. 


My eyes adjusted slowly to the blackness. I found the kitchen door and slipped into the narrow, 
dark hall. 


“Where is the radio?” I asked Emmy. “Can you tell from the signal? Where is 1t?" 
She hesitated for a moment. “It’s in their bedroom,” she said finally. “I think.” 
“You think?” 


“The signal isn’t strong,” she said. “It’s hard to read. Try the bedroom, Jack. You don’t have time 
to stand here and argue with me.” 


The floorboards creaked under my shoes as I made my way slowly down the hall. It grew darker. I 
could barely see the wall beside me. 


My shoulder bumped a framed painting or photo on the wall. It slid and scraped the wall but didn’t 
fall off. 


I stepped into the doorway at the end of the hallway. “I think this is the bedroom,” I whispered. 
“Turn on a light,” she said. “Just for a second. Just long enough to find the clock radio.” 

My hand fumbled on the wall. It took a long while to find the light switch. 

Finally, I flipped it on. A ceiling light flashed on, sending white light over the room. 


I saw a double bed with a purple bedspread. A flat screen TV on a long, low dresser. A stack of 
paperback books on a bed table. 


Hidden behind the books — a white digital clock radio. The time was 9:23. 


“I see it,” I told her. I flipped off the ceiling light. I moved carefully to the bed. Then I ran my hand 
along the bedspread to guide me to the bed table. 


“Grab the radio," Emmy said excitedly. “Unplug it and let's get out of here.” 
“What do you think I’m doing?” I snapped in a shrill, tense voice. 


My hands fumbled over the radio. My heart was pounding. I could hear the blood pulsing at my 
temples. 


Pd never been so scared. I definitely wasn’t cut out to be a thief. 


I trailed my hand down the cord from the back of the radio until I found the plug. I gave it a hard 
tug. The plug came free. 


“Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. Okay." 
I raised the clock radio and quickly wrapped the cord around it. ““We’re outta here!” I whispered. 
I spun away from the bed table. My shoe caught in the thick carpet, and I almost fell onto the bed. 


But I caught my balance. Holding the clock radio between my hands, I trotted down the dark hall 
toward the kitchen. 


Behind me, I heard the cat meow. My shoes thudded the floorboards. I stepped into the kitchen, 
breathing hard. 


A cool wind blew in through the open window. I swung a leg over the window ledge. Holding the 
radio under one arm, I used my other hand to lower myself out the window. 


I landed hard on two feet. I gripped the clock radio tightly. 

Darkness all around. No cars moving on the street. I heard the cat meow again inside the house. 

I started down the driveway. “Stop right here," Emmy ordered. 

“No. I want to get away from here,” I protested. “I —" 

“Hold the cell phone up to the clock radio, Jack,” she said. “Hurry. Do as I tell you. Let me see 
who is inside it.” 

“Why can’t we wait till we’re safe at home with it?” 


“You messed up last time, remember?" Emmy said. “You never made it home with the camera. This 
time, I’m not taking chances." 


I sighed. I fumbled for the cell phone and tugged it from my jacket pocket. I turned the radio in my 
other hand till it faced the phone. Then I pressed the phone against the front of the clock radio. 


“Well?” I asked. 
“Shut up," she snapped. 


I waited in silence. I shivered. The wind had grown colder. I gazed down the street. Please, 
Howells, don't come home. 


“No one," Emmy said finally. 
"Excuse me?" 


“No one in the clock radio,” she repeated. “It’s empty. I was wrong." 


I shivered again. “So ... we failed again?" 
She didn’t answer. "Let's go,” she said finally. 


I stared at the clock radio. “No. I have to return this," I said. “I’m not a thief. I have to put this back 
where I found it." 


“Good luck,” she said. “Hope you don't get caught." 
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I froze for a moment. I stood there with the phone in my right hand, balancing the clock radio in my 
left. 


What I really wanted to do was run away. I didn't want to go back in that house. No way. 
But I knew if I put the clock radio back, there’d be no harm done. And I wouldn't be a thief. 


I tucked the phone back in my pocket. Held the radio tightly between my hands. And hurried to the 
back of the house. 


I'd left the kitchen window wide open. I hoisted myself onto the window ledge and dropped easily 
into the kitchen. 


This time, I stepped around the table and didn't bump into it. I made my way quickly to the hall and 
moved through the darkness to the end. 


I stepped into the bedroom. I was breathing hard as if Pd climbed a hundred steps. I knew it was 
just from being so tense. 


I was tempted to turn on the ceiling light again. But I decided I didn't need it. 

I crossed the thick carpet to the bed. Then I edged up to the bed table. 

I started to set the clock radio down on the glass top. 

Should I plug it in? Or should I just leave it and get out of the house as fast as I can? 
I was trying to decide when I heard a door slam. 

The back door? 

No. Oh, nooooo. 

Footsteps. The bedroom light flashed on. 

Mrs. Howell uttered a cry. Her eyes bulged. 


“Jack? What are you doing here?" she screamed. “What are you doing with our radio?" 


Later. 


An unhappy scene at home. Me sitting stiffly in the tall armchair in the living room. Dad hunched on 
the couch facing me, rubbing his chin. Mom pacing back and forth, shaking her head, her hands 
clasped together in front of her. 


Dad raised his eyes to the ceiling. “I really don't believe this happened," he murmured. 


I turned as Rachel poked her head down from the top of the stairs. *Why is Jack in trouble?” she 
asked. 


“Go back to bed," Mom snapped. “Don’t be nosy.” 
“Did Jack do something bad?” Rachel demanded. “Is he going to go to jail?” 
“We’ll talk about it in the morning,” Dad said. “Jack isn’t going anywhere. Go back to bed.” 


We all watched till she disappeared. Then Dad sighed again. “Want to tell us why you did it, 
Jack?” 


Mom stopped pacing. She stared hard at me, as if trying to read my mind. 


Pd had a lot of time to think about what to tell them. If I said, “A voice on my cell phone ordered 
me to break into the Howells’ house,” I knew what Mom and Dad would think. 


They’d think I was crazy. And they would drag me off to a bunch of doctors. And the doctors would 
also think I was crazy. 


What else can you think about a person hearing voices? 


So, I knew I couldn’t tell the truth. I had to keep on lying. Thanks to Emmy, I was becoming the 
biggest liar in the world. 


“It was a dare,” I said. 
Mom and Dad both blinked. “A dare?" Mom repeated. 


“These two boys on the school bus, they dared me,” I said. “They ... they said they'd pound me 
into lunch meat if I didn’t break into the house and take something.” 


Mom's eyes bulged. Her face turned red. “Who are these boys? Tell me their names! I’m going to 
call their parents — right now.” 


Uh-oh. My lies were going to get me into even bigger trouble. 
“No, Mom — don’t,” I said. "It'll only make it worse. They'll be in my face even more.” 


“If these boys are bullying you and getting you into major trouble, we need to talk to them,” Mom 
insisted. 


Dad frowned at me. “Give us a name, Jack. If you are being bullied, we need to speak to the 
parents. No stalling." 


“Mick Owens," I blurted out. 


"Okay," Mom said. “It’s late. But I’m going to call his parents right now." 
She started to the phone. But as she reached to pick it up, it rang. 


She let out a startled cry. “Hello?” Her expression turned to surprise. “Mrs. Owens? Mick's 
mother?" 


Huh? Why was Mick 5 mother calling US? 


Mom pressed a button to put the phone on speakerphone. Now Dad and I could hear the 
conversation, too. 


“What a coincidence," Mom said into the phone. “I was just going to call you.” 
“Oh, I see," Mrs. Owens said. “So Jack told you that he stole Mick’s camera?" 
My heart skipped a beat. I let out a gasp. 

“He WHAT?!?” Mom cried. 

“Stole Mick’s camera," Mrs. Owens repeated. 

“Uh ... no," Mom said. “No. Jack didn’t tell us that." She turned and glared at me. 
Her stare sent a shiver down my back. 


“Jack told Mick it was his camera,” Mrs. Owens said. “But when Mick looked at the pictures 
inside it, he realized the camera belonged to him. Your son stole it.” 


Mom was still flashing me the evil eye. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Owens —” 

“I don’t like to tell on a child," Mrs. Owens said. “But stealing a camera is serious, don't you 
agree?" 

“Yes, I do," Mom replied. “I don't understand why Jack would do that. Is your son there? I’m going 
to put Jack on the phone to apologize right now." 


She waved me over. I had no choice. I took the phone and apologized to Mick for stealing his 
camera. 


That total phony kept sniffling, pretending like he was very upset and about to cry. I wanted to 
punch his fat face. Instead, I said it was all a mistake and would never happen again. 


When I got off the phone with Mick, my parents made me call the Howells. I apologized to them, 
too. I said someone had dared me to do it, and I was stupid to accept the dare. I promised them it 
would never happen again. 


Then I apologized to Mom and Dad for twenty minutes. 
By the time I finished, I'd done enough apologizing for a lifetime. 
I was furious — ready to explode — when I got up to my room. 


I was in the worst trouble of my life. My parents thought I was a liar and some kind of psycho thief. 
And why? 


All because of Emmy. 


I slammed the cell phone down on my dresser top. "That's all,” I said through gritted teeth. “Over. 
We're done." 


I brought my face close and shouted into the phone. ^No more! I don't care what you do! I don't 
care if you set my hair on fire! Iam never never NEVER going to help you again!” 


Silence for a long moment. And then her voice rose from the phone, softly: “We’ll see." 
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The next morning, I left the phone on my dresser and went to school. 


I forced Emmy from my mind. I didn't think about her once. I felt so much happier all day, so 
relaxed and normal. 


In the afternoon, our class had a good-bye party for Mick. Friday would be his last day in school. 
His family was moving to Detroit. 


Another reason to be happy. I think I had a grin on my face all day. 


It lasted until I returned home after school. Charlene let me off the bus, and I trotted into the 
kitchen. Mindy was at the stove making mac and cheese for Rachel. 


I glanced around. Where's Rachel?" I asked. 

Mindy pointed to the stairs with her long wooden spoon. “Upstairs, I think." 

I suddenly had a bad picture in my mind. A cold stab of dread shot through my body. 
I climbed the stairs two at a time. Hurtled down the hall to my room. And ... 

Yes. I was right. My bad feeling was true. 


From the doorway, I stared at my little sister. She sat on the edge of my bed. She held the cell 
phone in one hand. She frantically pushed the keyboard. 


“Rachel, no!” I gasped. 
Too late. 


I heard a frightening electronic crackle. Rachel’s eyes bulged. Her mouth dropped open. Her body 
twisted and squirmed as a jolt of electricity shot out of the phone. 


She made an “UNH UNH UNH” sound as she bounced helplessly in the powerful current. 
“NOOOOOO!” I finally found my voice. “YOU CAN’T DO THAT TO MY SISTER!” 


I rocketed into the room. My heart pounded so hard, I could barely breathe. I reached out with both 
hands as if I was about to tackle someone. 





With a groan, I grabbed the phone from Rachel’s hand and heaved it to the floor. 


“Oh oh oh.” Rachel jumped up from the bed, still shaking from the electrical current. Her eyes still 
wide with fright, she staggered out into the hallway. 


I opened my mouth in a roar of anger. My brain whirred. My head felt steaming hot. 

I lost it. l'd never been this angry before. Never been this out of control. 

I totally lost it. 

I stomped on the cell phone with my sneaker. Stomped on it. Stomped as hard as I could, screaming 
and grunting and gasping like a wild man. 

I couldn't think straight. I saw only red. Bright red. I wanted to destroy that phone. Destroy Emmy. 


She was ruining my life. I couldn't let her ruin Rachel's life, too. 

I stomped on the phone. Kicked it against the wall. 

The glass cracked and shattered. Parts flew over the floor. 

I kicked it. Kicked it again. Jumped on it. Smashed it under my shoe. 
The metal bent. The battery slid out. Other pieces flew from inside it. 
My breath came out in loud wheezes. I was screaming in fury. 


I gazed down at the shattered, broken phone. But I couldn't see it clearly. I still saw only shades of 
red. 


*You can't destroy me, Jack." Emmy's voice made me come to a stop. 

My chest heaving, I gazed frantically around the room. 

“You can't destroy me, Jack. I'm warning you. You'd better stop trying.” 

“Noooooo.” Where was her voice coming from? My iPod? 

I grabbed the iPod. I tossed it across the room. It hit the wall and bounced to the floor. 
“Why are you doing this, Jack? You can’t get rid of me so easily.” 


In the red haze, I suddenly focused on something leaning against my closet door. The 
sledgehammer. I’d never returned it to my dad’s workshop. 


With a crazed roar, I rushed across the room and grabbed the handle in both hands. 


Yes, I'd tried it before. Yes, it didn't work the first time. But I wasn’t thinking clearly. I wasn't 
thinking at all. 


I just thought: Destroy. Destroy. Destroy. 

I brought the sledgehammer down hard on my iPod. The glass broke. The metal crunched. 

“I can hurt you, Jack,” she said. “Don’t forget — I can hurt you bad." 

Where was the voice? In my laptop? 

I stumbled to my desk. I slammed the laptop shut. Then I swung the sledgehammer at it. 

Again. Again. 

I was grunting and crying and gasping for breath, but I couldn't stop. I swung it again. I smashed the 
laptop. Then I smashed the radio on my bed table. 


Then ... 

Then ... 

I don't remember. 

The next thing I remember, the sledgehammer lay on its side on the carpet. And Mindy was there. 
Mindy was hugging me tightly. Holding me in place. Keeping me from destroying anything else. 

I was wheezing and coughing. My chest still heaved up and down. 


I gazed frantically around the room. Gazed at everything I had wrecked. The clock over my desk. 
My laptop. My iPod. The cell phone. The TV on my bookshelf. 


All smashed. All destroyed. 

“Emmy? Are you here?” I screamed. 

Mindy hugged me tighter. “Who are you talking to, Jack? No one else is here," she said softly. 
“Emmy? Are you here?” I cried. 


Then over Mindy’s shoulder, I saw Rachel in the doorway. Rachel staring at me pale and wide- 
eyed. So frightened. 


I snapped back to myself. Seeing my little sister so scared made me stop screaming and shaking. 
The shades of red faded quickly. Everything came into sharp focus. 

I was me again. I knew I was okay. 

“Emmy? Are you still here? Can you hear me? Emmy?” 

Silence. No reply. No Emmy. 


“I... Pm going to be okay,” I told Mindy. Then I turned to Rachel and repeated it. “I’m going to be 
okay." 


I had nothing digital left. No electronics. Nothing electrical. Nowhere she could live. 
Was Emmy gone? Was she gone for good? 
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I liked Dr. Martell. She was young and pretty and had a nice soft way of talking. She said a lot of kids 
my age came to see her because they suddenly lost it. But it was something we could deal with. 


I sat in a tall leather armchair across from her desk. She had all kinds of college degrees framed on 
the wall behind her. 


She leaned across the desk and stared at me with her big, green eyes as we talked. Like she was 
trying to see right into my mind. 


We talked for nearly an hour about yesterday afternoon and how I went berserk. Of course, I didn't 
tell her the real reason. 


I didn't want her to think I was crazy. 


I made up a story about how kids were teasing me and bullying me on the school bus, and I just 
couldn't take it any more. “I guess I lost it because I felt so angry,” I said. 


It was a lie. Well, maybe it was partly true. 
We talked about ways I could control my anger. And things I could do to deal with the other kids. 


I said I was totally calm now. “I guess I got it out of my system," I told her. It sounded like 
something Mom would say. 


Dr. Martell said I could go back to school. And she said we would talk again next week. 


I wasn't thrilled about having to see a child psychologist. But she was nice. And I thought going 
berserk was worth it. Worth it because I got rid of Emmy. 


The next day at school, I saw some kids looking at me funny. And I saw some kids start whispering 
about me when I walked by. 


I guessed the story of how I went nuts got around school. 

But I didn't care. They'd forget about it soon. 

Meanwhile, I felt normal and happy. And free. 

The nice feeling lasted until I climbed on the school bus that afternoon. 


“Jack, did you miss me?" Emmy asked. 


“Huh? Where are you?” I cried. 


I was climbing the steps onto the bus. Startled by her voice, I lurched backward and nearly fell off. 
Two girls in the front seat laughed. 


I gripped the rail and pulled myself onto the bus. It was half full, but I didn't see Mick or Darryl. 
Charlene squinted at me from the driver's seat. *You okay?" 

“No problem,” I said. “I slipped.” 

I made my way to the back and hunched low, trying not to be seen. “Where are you?" I repeated. 
Silence. 


I gazed around. I knew I didn’t imagine it. I heard Emmy’s voice. Now she was teasing me by not 
answering. 


“Emmy?” I whispered. “Where are you?” 

"I'm here, Jack,” she replied finally. “T ve been here all along." 

“Where?” I cried. I still couldn't find her. 

Some kids turned back to stare at me. I ducked lower behind the seat in front of me. 
Emmy giggled. You're glad to have me back — aren't you?” 

She said it coldly. Angrily. 

I gasped. I suddenly knew where her voice was coming from. My watch. 


The digital watch my grandfather had given me. I smashed everything else that was digital. 
Everything. But I forgot the watch. 


I pulled up my jacket sleeve and stared at it. The time was 3:12. My grandfather said it was one of 
the first digital watches ever made. It was silver. The face was shiny black. 


"You're in my grandfather’s watch, aren't you?" I said. 


"You're a genius, Jack,” she said coldly. “I know you didn't miss me. But too bad. Too bad for you. 
I still need your help." 


“No way," I muttered. 

The watch buzzed on my wrist. My skin suddenly burned. 

"You're going to start helping me again," Emmy said. “Tonight. Tonight, Jack.” 

“No way,” I repeated. “I’m never helping you again. What don’t you understand about never?” 
The watch grew hotter. I grabbed my burning wrist. 

"You're still my friend, Jack. My only friend. And friends help friends, don’t they?” 

“You... you're ruining my life!” I cried. 


“Only for one more day," a boy's voice said. Mick's grinning face loomed from the seat in front of 


me. He glanced from my watch to my surprised face. 
“Who were you talking to, Jacko?” he demanded. 


Darryl popped up beside him. He was working a toothpick up and down between his lips. He 
scowled, trying to look tough. 


“Nobody,” I said. 

“Talking to your watch?” Mick asked. “I heard you were going totally mental. Is it true?” 
“Give me a break,” I said. I pulled my jacket sleeve over the watch. 

“I am giving you a break,” Mick said. “I’m not going to pound you for stealing my camera.” 
“Uh ... thanks,” I said. 


"I'm moving away — remember?” Mick said. “This is my last day on the school bus. My family is 
leaving for Detroit tomorrow morning.” 


I wanted to jump up and cheer and celebrate. Instead, I said, “Gee, your last day?" 

He nodded. His grin grew wider. He leaned over the seat back till he was practically in my lap. 
The bus started up. “Everyone, sit down!” Charlene shouted from the front. 

Mick and Darryl ignored her. 

“What should we do on my last day?" Mick asked me. “What would be fun, Jack?" 

“Uh ... we could sit down in our seats and pretend we don’t know each other?" I said. 

It was supposed to be funny, but they didn’t laugh. 

Mick and Darryl looked at each other. Darryl spit the toothpick onto my chest. 

“How about something special today?" Darryl said. “You know. Since it’s your last day?" 
Mick nodded. “Something to remember me by,” he said. 

His words sent a chill to the back of my neck. 


“Oh, don't worry, dude. l'll remember you,” I said. I was trying to sound calm, but my voice 
cracked. 


“Let’s de-pants him,” Mick said. 


Darryl chuckled. “Yeah. De-pants him. And make him walk up and down the aisle so everyone can 
see him in his underpants.” 


“And throw his jeans out the bus window,” Mick added. 
That made them both laugh. 
“Uh ... wait ..." I begged. 


But Mick grabbed me and pulled me out of my seat. Darryl held my arms behind me. And then 
Mick grabbed my jeans and tugged hard. 


“De-pants him! De-pants him! De-pants him!" Darryl chanted at the top of his lungs. 
I knew everyone was watching. 
But what could I do? 
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Out the bus window, I saw Mick’s house. The bus started to slow. 
Darryl gripped my arms tightly behind me. Mick gave a hard tug to my jeans. 
Suddenly, I had an idea. 
“Wait! How about a deal?” I cried. “How about a trade?” 
Mick let go of my jeans and raised his eyes to me. “A trade? What kind of trade?” 


“My watch,” I said. “My digital watch. You’ve been trying to get it for weeks, right? I give you my 
watch, and you let me keep my jeans on.” 


I hated to lose it. I loved it. It was such a special watch. 

But with Emmy inside it, I didn't want it anymore. 

Would my crazy plan work? 

“Okay, deal," Mick said. 

Darryl let go of my arms. I pulled the watch off my wrist and handed it to Mick. 
He grinned. “Thanks, man." 


The bus stopped. He turned and hurried up the aisle, waving the watch above his head in triumph. 
“Good-bye forever!” he shouted. “Have a nice life!” 


He jumped off the bus. Darryl followed, as always. 

I watched them race up to Mick’s house. 

Then I dropped into my seat with a smile on my face. 
Was it the perfect revenge? 

Yes, I told myself. Yes. Yes. Yes. 


Good-bye forever, Mick, I thought. Have fun with the watch. And congrats, dude — you've got 
yourself a new best friend! 
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A few minutes later, I burst into the house. I sat down next to Rachel at the kitchen counter and had a 
big bowl of mac and cheese with her. 


I was humming as I ate. Then I jumped up and did a wild victory dance. 

Mindy was eyeing me. “You feeling okay?" 

“I feel awesome!” I said. 

"You're a little weird," Mindy said. “You’re not going to smash anything, are you?” 
“No way," I told her. “Those days are over." 

*You're definitely weird," Rachel said. 

I pulled her off her stool and did a crazy victory dance with her. 


I spent the rest of the afternoon on my dad's phone with Eli. I had to tell him what I'd done to Mick. 
We couldn't stop laughing about it. 


"Genius!" Eli kept saying. “Genius! Genius!” 
He was right. 


I got off the phone and ran downstairs when Mom and Dad got home from work. “How are you 
feeling?" Mom asked, studying me. 


“I feel great!” I exclaimed. “Awesome. Excellent." 
Dad had a box in his hand. “Here. This is for you, Jack,” he said. He shoved it into my hands. 


“We know you've been going through a hard time," Mom said, setting down her briefcase. “We 
bought you a new cell phone.” 


“Really?” I gazed at the box. My throat suddenly felt tight. 


I really wanted a new phone. But what if ... What if Emmy somehow showed up in it? What if the 
horror all started up again? 


Impossible, | decided. No way. Shes with Mick now. She ll be moving to Detroit with him in the 
morning. 


After dinner, I was up in my room when the new phone rang. 

I just stared at it. I was afraid to answer. Afraid ... 

On the fourth ring, I picked it up. “Hello?” 

“Hello, Jack?” 

I let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t Emmy. It was a boy. A boy’s voice. Yes! 

“Hey, Jack. It’s me. Mick.” 

“Mick?” 

"You've got to help me, Jack. She trapped me in here. Get me out of this phone, Jack. You've got to 


help me. I can hurt you. I can really hurt you." 


WELCOME BACK TO THE HALL OF HORRORS 


Your story is over, Jack. But your phone is ringing. You probably don’t want to answer that. It might 
be a wrong number — a VERY wrong number. 


I can understand why your ringtone is a SCREAM OF HORROR. 


It's getting late. You can sleep in the guest deadroom tonight. The housecreeper is making it up for 
you. Don't worry — she'll move the bats to another room. Just watch out for the sticky stuff on the 
floor. 


Have a pleasant sleep. Hope you don't hear voices. 
I am the Story-Keeper, and I will keep your story here in the Hall of Horrors where it belongs. 
Now I see we have a new visitor. Come in, come in. Don't be shy. 


Your name is Lee Hargrove? Yes. And I see you have brought some sort of claw with you. A 
vulture claw. 


Is that a good-luck charm? I don't think it was good luck for the vulture! Ha-ha. 


Well, sit down, Lee. Tell us your story. It's called Birthday Party of No Return. Go ahead. Speak 
up. There's Always Room for One More Scream in the Hall of Horrors. 


Preview 


Ready for More? 


Here's another tale from the Hall of Horrors: 
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THE BIRTHDAY PARTY 
OF NO RETURN! 


My name 1s Lee Hargrove, and I want to start out by saying that Cory Duckworth is my friend. 


It's true that I hate Cory a lot of the time. But that’s only because he is so lucky. Cory is lucky all 
the time. I mean, twenty-four hours a day and on weekends, too. 


That's why a lot of kids at Garfield Middle School call him Lucky Duck. (Duckworth — get it?) 


Cory even /ooks lucky. He has curly blond hair and round blue eyes, a nice smile, and a dimple in 
his chin. You know. The kind of cute dimple that says I’m luckier than you. 


Cory 1s smart and has a funny sense of humor. And he's really good at sports. Which is another 
reason why I hate him. 


See, I’m into sports, too. And I have a goal. I guess you could call it my one big dream in life. 
All I want is a scholarship to Summer Sports Camp. 


It’s only spring. But I think about it all the time. Summer Sports Camp is very expensive. My 
parents are both teachers at the high school. They say they can't afford it. 


So I need a scholarship. 


I don't want to hang around the house playing the same video game over and over like I did last 
summer. Some awesome pro athletes teach at the camp. I have to be there. I have to meet them. 


Can I get the scholarship? There are only a few things in my way. And most of them are Cory 
Duckworth. 


See, Lucky Duck is trying for the same scholarship. And so is Laura Grodin. Laura is twelve like 
us, and she’s in our class. 


Some kids say I have a total crush on Laura, and they may be right. 


Cory, Laura, and I, and a bunch of other kids are trying out for the scholarship. I know we three are 
the best. But only one kid can win it from our school. 


That means Laura and I are competing against one of the luckiest dudes in the universe. How can 
we defeat that dimple? Those sparkling blue eyes? That winning smile? 


It won't be easy. We have to compete in three different sports. And none of them are my best sport. 
But we also get judged on sportsmanship and improvement and desire. And I plan to win at ALL of 
those. 


I'm going to do whatever it takes. I’m serious. 


After school, I was walking down the crowded hall to my locker. Lots of kids were heading to the 
soccer field. See, our soccer team, the Garfield Gorillas, plays in a spring league. 


I ducked under the low yellow and blue banner: GO GORILLAS. 


And suddenly, someone was waving something under my nose. I pulled my head back, and I saw it 
clearly — a twenty-dollar bill. 


Yes. Lucky Duckworth was crinkling a twenty-dollar bill in my face. And he was flashing me his 


toothy grin. 
"Check it out, Lee," he said. He rubbed the money on my cheek. 
I tried to jerk my face away. What's up with that?" 
Cory danced away a few feet. He never walks. He dances or he struts or he shuffles and slides. 


"Remember? I found this money in the lunchroom?” Cory said. “Well, guess what? I turned it in to 
the principal's office. But no one claimed it. So I get to keep it.” 


“Lucky,” I muttered. 
Typical, I thought to myself. 


That's a perfect Cory story. I guess you're starting to get the idea. He doesn't need a rabbit's foot 
for luck. 


Cory danced off down the hall. I stuck my head in my locker and screamed for a minute or two. I 
wasn't angry or upset. Really. Sometimes it just feels good to scream. 


I mean, Cory is my friend. I can't get angry when good things happen to him — right? 


I pulled my head from the locker and gazed down the hall. Laura Grodin was leaning against the 
wall, talking to Cory. She kept running a hand through her straight red hair and blinking her green eyes 
at Cory. 


He was flashing the twenty-dollar bill in her face. And bragging about what a good finder he is. I 
heard him say he could sniff out money from two blocks away. 


Ha. Guess he also plans to sniff out the scholarship money that I desperately need. 


I watched him showing off to Laura. And I thought: 7 don t want anything bad to happen to Cory. I 
just wish there was a way to borrow his good luck for a while. 


Cory and Laura walked off together. I saw Mr. Grady, a school janitor, up high on a ladder in the 
middle of the hall. He was reaching both hands up to replace a ceiling light. 


Cory and Laura stopped at one side of the ladder. 


Mr. Grady had the big metal light fixture in both hands. What happened next seemed to happen in 
slow motion. 


The janitor let out a cry. I saw the heavy fixture slip from his grasp. 
Laura was talking to Cory. She didn't see it fall. It was going to crush her head. 


I opened my mouth in a horrified scream. 
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WELCOME TQ THE 
HALL QF HORRORS 


THERE'S ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE SCREAM 


Welcome. Come in. You have found the Hall of Horrors. 

Don’t look so frightened. Or maybe you should look frightened. After all, we don’t sell ice cream 
or popcorn here. We don’t hand out cheery balloons. 

This old castle is where the darkest, scariest stories are kept. 

Come into the Unliving Room. 

Just step over that giant boa constrictor. Don’t worry. He almost never strikes when he’s curled up 
like that. Besides, I fed him someone — oops — I mean, something this morning. 

The Hall of Horrors is a very special place. 

Frightened kids find their way here. Haunted kids. Kids with terrifying stories to tell. 

They are eager to tell their stories to me. For I am the Listener. I am the Story-Keeper. I keep the 
stories safe within these castle walls. 

We have a visitor today. His name is Lee Hargrove. He is twelve. 

Lee is all tense, hunched up in that big leather harmchair. And what is he squeezing in his hand? Is 
it a rabbit's foot? 

Let's ask him. 

“Why did you bring that rabbit’s foot, Lee?" 

“Because I’ve had some bad luck lately. I hope this is a good-luck charm.” 

“Well, it wasn't good luck for the rabbit!” I joke. Lee doesn’t smile. 

“When did your bad luck start?" 

“I guess my worst luck was at my friend's birthday party. It was a horrible day for me. Things got 
totally out of control. And I was asked to leave the party." 

“Why don't you start at the beginning, Lee? I am the Story-Keeper. Tell me your story.” 

Lee squeezes the rabbit’s foot in his fist. “It’s a creepy story. Are you sure you want me to tell it?” 

Go ahead, Lee. Don't be afraid. There's Always Room for One More Scream in the Hall of 
Horrors. 


My name is Lee Hargrove, and I want to start out by saying that Cory Duckworth is my friend. 

It's true that I hate Cory a lot of the time. But that's only because he is so lucky. Cory is lucky all 
the time. I mean, twenty-four hours a day and on weekends, too. 

That's why a lot of kids at Garfield Middle School call him Lucky Duck. (Duckworth — get it?) 

Cory even /ooks lucky. He has curly blond hair and round blue eyes, a nice smile, and a dimple in 
his chin. You know. The kind of cute dimple that says I’m luckier than you. 

Cory is smart and has a funny sense of humor. And he’s really good at sports. Which is another 
reason why I hate him. 

See, I’m into sports, too. And I have a goal. I guess you could call it my one big dream in life. 

All I want is a scholarship to Summer Sports Camp. 

It’s only spring. But I think about it all the time. Summer Sports Camp is very expensive. My 
parents are both teachers at the high school. They say they can’t afford it. 

So I need a scholarship. 

I don’t want to hang around the house playing the same video game over and over like I did last 
summer. Some awesome pro athletes teach at the camp. I have to be there. I have to meet them. 

Can I get the scholarship? There are only a few things in my way. And most of them are Cory 
Duckworth. 

See, Lucky Duck is trying for the same scholarship. And so is Laura Grodin. Laura is twelve like 
us, and she’s in our class. 

Some kids say I have a total crush on Laura, and they may be right. 

Cory, Laura, and I, and a bunch of other kids are trying out for the scholarship. I know we three are 
the best. But only one kid can win it from our school. 

That means Laura and I are competing against one of the luckiest dudes in the universe. How can 
we defeat that dimple? Those sparkling blue eyes? That winning smile? 

It won’t be easy. We have to compete in three different sports. And none of them is my best sport. 
But we also get judged on sportsmanship and improvement and desire. And I plan to win at ALL of 
those. 

I’m going to do whatever it takes. I’m serious. 

After school, I was walking down the crowded hall to my locker. Lots of kids were heading to the 
soccer field. See, our soccer team, the Garfield Gorillas, plays in a spring league. 

I ducked under the low yellow and blue banner: GO GORILLAS. 

And suddenly, someone was waving something under my nose. I pulled my head back, and I saw it 
clearly — a twenty-dollar bill. 

Yes. Lucky Duckworth was crinkling a twenty-dollar bill in my face. And he was flashing me his 
toothy grin. 

“Check it out, Lee,” he said. He rubbed the money on my cheek. 

I tried to jerk my face away. “What’s up with that?” 

Cory danced away a few feet. He never walks. He dances or he struts or he shuffles and slides. 

“Remember? I found this money in the lunchroom?” Cory said. “Well, guess what? I turned it in to 


the principal's office. But no one claimed it. So I get to keep it." 

"Lucky," I muttered. 

Typical, I thought to myself. 

That's a perfect Cory story. I guess you're starting to get the idea. He doesn't need a rabbit's foot 
for luck. 

Cory danced off down the hall. I stuck my head in my locker and screamed for a minute or two. I 
wasn't angry or upset. Really. Sometimes it just feels good to scream. 

I mean, Cory is my friend. I can't get angry when good things happen to him — right? 

I pulled my head from the locker and gazed down the hall. Laura Grodin was leaning against the 
wall, talking to Cory. She kept running a hand through her straight red hair and blinking her green eyes 
at him. 

He was flashing the twenty-dollar bill in her face. And bragging about what a good finder he is. I 
heard him say he could sniff out money from two blocks away. 

Ha. Guess he also plans to sniff out the scholarship money that I desperately need. 

I watched him showing off to Laura. And I thought: J don t want anything bad to happen to Cory. I 
just wish there was a way to borrow his good luck for a while. 

Cory and Laura walked off together. I saw Mr. Grady, a school janitor, up high on a ladder in the 
middle of the hall. He was reaching both hands up to replace a ceiling light. 

Cory and Laura stopped at one side of the ladder. 

Mr. Grady had the big metal light fixture in both hands. What happened next seemed to move in 
slow motion. 

The janitor let out a cry. I saw the heavy fixture slip from his grasp. 

Laura was talking to Cory. She didn't see it fall. It was going to crush her head. 

I opened my mouth in a horrified scream. 


Cory spun around and caught the light fixture — inches above Laura's head. 

Laura toppled back against the wall. Her red hair fell over her face. She uttered a startled gasp. 

“Whoa.” On top of the ladder, Mr. Grady shook his head. “Great catch, kid." 

“Just lucky," Cory said. He flashed the janitor a grin. 

Laura brushed the hair from her eyes. “Cory, you — you saved my life,” she stammered. “I mean, 
really.” 

Cory smiled and flashed his dimple. “Just a lucky catch,” he said. He handed the light fixture up to 
Mr. Grady. 

I couldn’t help it. As I watched Cory and Laura walk away, I had a few bitter thoughts. 

Mainly, I thought: Why didn't I get a chance to make the catch and impress Laura? How does one 
guy get to be so lucky? 


After school the next afternoon, Coach Taylor called basketball practice. The team plays in late fall. 
But he likes to get a lot of spring practices in to keep us in shape. 

I usually play center and Cory is a forward. That's because my defense is better than his. 

Basketball is actually my best sport. Partly because I’m tall and lanky. I’m almost two inches taller 
than Cory. 

Too bad it isn’t part of the scholarship competition. The competition sports are tennis, bowling, 
and football. 

But Coach Taylor said our game today was a good warm-up. He said he’d be watching us. Getting 
an idea of who to keep an eye on. 

So the pressure was on. I wanted to look good. 

We all dribbled around a bit. Pale sunlight drifted down from the high gym windows. 

Some kids hung out at the wall, watching our practice. And I saw some men in ties and dark suits. 
Two of them wore blue baseball caps. 

Coach Taylor waved us over. He’s a young dude with very short brown hair and a two-day brown 
stubble of beard on his cheeks. He wears glasses, and he’s short and not very athletic looking. 

We think this might be his first job after college. I mean, he almost looks like a teenager except for 
the stubbly beard. But he’s a good guy and a good coach. We all really like him. 

“Divide up. Two teams,” he said when we gathered in front of him. “Work hard, guys. Do your 
best. We’ve got some people here watching you today.” 

He motioned with his head toward the three tall, serious-looking men leaning against the far gym 
wall. Then he blew his whistle, and we ran out to play a game against each other. 

We played hard. It was more intense than a regular practice. 

I didn’t know who those three guys in suits were. But Coach Taylor seemed to think they were 
important. 

I kept glancing at them during our game. They were giants. I mean, like, seven feet tall. And big. 
Maybe they were athletes. 

Cory and I played on different teams. On defense, we guarded each other. I was having a good 


game. Cory was having a hard time getting around me. 

I stole the ball away from him once. And I messed up a couple of his shots. I was really getting in 
his face. 

But near the end of the game, he got lucky. Big surprise — right? 

I saw him coming. He was driving the ball right down the court, coming directly toward me. 

I know his moves. He was going to drive straight at me. Give me a fake to the left. Then whenI 
went for the fake, he would swerve around me to the right and take it to the basket. 

Pd fallen for that move a lot of times. But not today. 

I tightened my leg muscles. Rooted myself to the floor. Stuck my arms out. 

He was coming on fast. Pounding the ball on the floor as he ran toward me. 

I stuck my arms out farther. /'m a wall, I thought. /'m a wall. You can t get through me. 

“Hey!” I uttered a cry as pain shot over my eye. 

A bug. Some stupid bug flew into my eye. My eye throbbed. 

I ducked my head. Tried to rub the bug away. 

But it only made the pain more intense. 

Cory came to a hard stop in front of me. He arched his arms — and sent a high layup right over me. 

Please, please — don t go in! I prayed. Don t go in! 

Don t make me look like the biggest loser on the floor. 

Please? 


Chinnng. I heard the ball hit the rim of the basket. Swoosh. I heard it go through. 

Cheers rang out. 

I rubbed my eye with the back of my hand. It hurt like crazy. Tears rolled down my cheek. 

The game ended with Cory's great shot. Through my watery eyes, I watched one of the tall men 
come striding toward us across the gym floor. He had a broad smile on his face. 

What does he want? I wondered. 

And then as he came closer, I squinted with my one good eye. And I recognized him. 

“Oh, wow!” I cried. “I — I don't believe it!” 

Franklin Howard. Yes. That was him, all right. Franklin Howard. 

He had pulled off his cap, and I could see his shaved head. I recognized his smile. And the tattoo of 
a Chinese character on the side of his neck. 

The Franklin Howard, center on our city's pro basketball team, the Stampede. 

I should have known those three dudes were basketball players. Seven feet tall and hands as big as 
catchers’ mitts? The other two stayed against the wall, jabbering with some kids. 

Franklin Howard came charging up to Cory. He raised his fist, and he and Cory bumped knuckles. 
Cory's little hand looked like a pig's foot next to Howard's huge fist. 

“Nice shot," Howard told Cory. “You totally faked this dude out." He pointed to me. “Sweet!” 

Cory shrugged. “It was a lucky shot.” 

“No way," Howard insisted. "There's a big difference between luck and skill. And you've got 
skill, man. You've got skill — and you’ ve got style.” 

“I... have a bug in my eye,” I muttered. “Thats why....” 

But the two of them weren’t listening to me. 

I rubbed the eye. “Owwww.” The bug was stuck to my eyeball. It wouldn't budge. 

“Would you like to come to a Stampede game?" Howard asked Cory. “I’d like you to come sit on 
the sidelines. You know. And hang with the team. Maybe you could pick up a few moves." 

“Whoa,” Cory replied. “That’s awesome!” 

He and Howard bumped knuckles again. 

I rubbed my burning eye with the sleeve of my T-shirt. Tears rolled down my face. 

“Oh, wow. That’s totally sick!” Evan Kreel, one of my teammates, stared at the bug on my eye. 
“That’s huge, dude. Like a spider.” 

“Let me see it, Lee," Coach Taylor said. He guided me to his office at the side of the gym. 

“Tt — it’s stuck,” I stuttered. “It really hurts.” 

Taylor brought his face up to mine. “Yeah. It attached itself to the eyeball. Let me get a tweezer.” 

“Oh, wow.” I really didn’t want to have my eye tweezed. I squinted out into the gym. My teammates 
had all gathered around Franklin Howard. 

Coach Taylor leaned over me, raising a metal tweezer in one hand. “Hold still,” he said. He was 
gritting his teeth as he lowered the tweezer to my eye. “Man, that bug doesn’t want to let go." 

I held my breath. Finally, on the third try, he lifted the black thing off my eyeball. “Go rinse it with 
cold water,” he told me. 





I hurried to the locker room. I ran cold water over the eye. Then I stared into the mirror. The eye 
was bright red, but it felt a little better. I ran out into the gym. 

At least, maybe I can get Franklin Howard 5 autograph, I thought. 

That would be totally cool. 

But Franklin and the other two players were gone. 

“Hey, Lee — you missed it," Evan called. “Howard signed autographs for all of us." 

Yeah, I missed it. Just my luck. Lucky Duck wins again. 

I turned and started to slump back to the locker room. Coach Taylor came walking over. “Eye feel 
better?" 

I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks a lot, Coach." 

“No problem,” he said. “Hey, listen. You'd better get your game up, Lee. I mean, if you want to win 
the scholarship. Cory wiped the floor with you today." 

“Yeah. I guess," I muttered. 

I stopped at the locker-room door and glanced back into the gym. Cory was showing off to the other 
players. He was spinning the basketball on one finger. They were clapping and cheering him on. 

I sighed. Lucky Cory. How will I ever beat him? 


Mom returned home from the high school a few minutes after I got home. Mom is tall and thin like me. 
She has straight blond hair that she usually ties behind her head in a ponytail. She wears glasses, but 
she hates them. She's always taking them off, then putting them back on. 

She has been teaching Spanish at the high school for five years. She says someday maybe she'll 
graduate. My mom is the funny one in the family. Sometimes Dad has to tell her to be serious. 

Arfy, our big, shaggy sheepdog, lumbered over to greet her. Arfy likes to jump on Mom and send 
her staggering back to the wall. He's very sweet. He just doesn't know he's as big as a bear. 

Mom nuzzled Arfy for a while. Then she turned to me — and gasped. “Lee? Why is your eye red? 
Do you have pinkeye?" 

“No. A bug flew into it,” I said. “Coach Taylor had to tweeze it out.” 

“Ouch. How did your practice go?” she asked, kicking off her shoes. 

“The usual,” I said. 

At dinner, Dad asked me about practice, too. Dad teaches Chemistry at the high school. Sometimes 
he wears his white lab coat around the house. He says he’s just comfortable in it. 

“Franklin Howard came to watch us play,” I said. 

“Nice!” Dad exclaimed. Dad is a big basketball fan. “Did he want to sign you up for the 
Stampede?” 

“Not exactly,” I said. 

“Did you get his autograph?” Dad asked. He’s a big autograph collector. He has all the presidents 
going back to Carter. He frames them and hangs them on the den wall. 

I shook my head. “No. No autograph. But it was cool to see him.” 

I didn’t say that everyone e/se got an autograph. I didn’t want Dad to think I was a loser. 

After dinner I was up in my room, in front of my laptop. I was visiting the website for the Summer 
Sports Camp for the eleven-millionth time. 

The lake looked beautiful. They have an Olympic-sized pool, too. With a high-diving board. They 
have Olympic swimmers to give diving lessons. 

And major league baseball players to give batting and fielding lessons. And a Hall of Fame pitcher 
who will help you work on your fastball. Amazing, right? 

If you’re into basketball like me, they have that, too. They have experts to help you in every sport 
you might want to try. And you get to live in these awesome cabins with Wi-Fi and video games and 
big-screen TVs. 

Heaven. 

“I have to go there," I muttered at the screen. I gazed at the photo of the sparkling swimming pool. 
The pool was heated. Everyone got a one-hour free swim every day. 

“I have to. Have to.” 

Sure, I had to worry about Laura winning the scholarship. She was a good athlete and captain of all 
the girls’ teams. 

But she wasn’t my main problem. 

My main problem, of course, was Lucky Duckworth. 


"Maybe I can get lucky, too," I muttered. “Maybe...” 

I heard a sound. I spun around to the door. 

Only Arfy. 

The big dog stepped into my room. His head was down. He looked kind of droopy. 

“Arfy, what are you doing in here?" I asked. 

Arfy made a few loud coughing sounds. Like he was clearing his throat. He licked his snout 
furiously. 

Then his stomach heaved. He opened his mouth wide and threw up on my carpet. 

A big wave of lumpy yellow vomit poured out of his mouth. He made another groaning sound. And 
dropped another huge pile of vomit beside the first one. 

I let out a long sigh. 

Even my dog is bad luck! 

How can I change my luck? Am I just DOOMED? 


Mom came into my room while I was still cleaning up the vomit. She studied the carpet for a moment. 

“You missed a spot,” she said, pointing. 

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks a lot, Mom.” 

She was holding a square brown package. “I forgot,” she said. “This came in the mail for you.” 

I glanced up at it. “Who’s it from?” 

“Doesn’t say," Mom said. The phone rang. She set the package down on my desk and hurried away 
to answer it. 

I finished the cleanup. I washed my hands, but I couldn’t get the smell off them. 

I picked up the package. It was addressed to me with no return address. What could it be? I didn’t 
remember sending for anything. 

The package was very light. I shook it. Nothing rattled inside. 

I tore off the brown paper and found a box underneath. In bright red letters, the top of the box read: 
INSTANT GOOD LUCK. 

Huh? Had someone read my mind? 

In smaller type, the box top said: This rare good-luck charm never fails. 

I lifted the box and let the brown wrapping fall to the floor. “This has to be some kind of stupid 
joke,” I muttered to Arfy. 

The dog was watching me closely. He was hoping there would be food in the box. 

Did Cory send this as a joke? 

I shoved the box into my bottom desk drawer. I didn’t even open it. 

“Cory must think I’m a total moron,” I said to Arfy. “Like I’m really going to believe in good-luck 
charms.” 

I slammed the desk drawer shut and forgot about it. 


A few days later, six or seven kids gathered at the tennis court behind the school. They came for the 
first event in the Sports Camp competition. 

A singles tennis match. Just one match against one opponent. The winners would score points for 
skill and style, awarded by Ms. Andersen, the school tennis coach. 

Ms. Andersen is young and very pretty, with long, wavy brown hair and brown eyes and a great 
smile. 

She doesn’t dress like a teacher. She always wears T-shirts and jeans. 

She matched up the players. Who did she match me up against? My pal Cory, of course. 

Kids took out their rackets and began to take practice swings. We hit balls against the back wall of 
the school. 

The court isn’t in great shape. The surface is a little lumpy. Sometimes the ball takes crazy 
bounces. And the net is a little loose. 

But it’s the only court we have. 

It was a sunny, warm day with a few low clouds drifting past. I did some warm-up exercises, 
swinging my arms from side to side. Loosening up. 


I felt pretty good. Sometimes Cory and I play tennis on weekends, and we are about even. And 
maybe I beat him a few more times than he beats me. 

Laura and a girl in our class named Shara Johnston were the first to play. We stopped our warm- 
ups to watch them. 

Cory stepped up to me with a grin on his face, his dimple flashing. “Check it out," he said. He 
raised his racket in front of me. 

“Is that new?" I asked. 

He nodded. “My dad bought it for me. Look." He ran his fingers over the strings. “See? It's a new 
kind of racket. The string bed is suspended inside the frame.” 

I squinted at it. “What’s that supposed to do?” I asked. 

Cory's blue eyes sparkled in the sun. “It increases the sweet spot by eighty percent.” 

“The sweet spot?" 

I knew what he was trying to do. He was trying to psych me out. He was trying to show me what a 
loser I was — before we even started to play. 

“Tt cuts handle vibration by fifty percent," he added. 

“Cool,” I said. “Good luck with it, dude. I can still beat you." I twirled my racket in my hand. 

He laughed and walked away. It wasn't a nice laugh. 

Shara Johnston isn't a very good tennis player. She has no backhand at all. But Laura had a lot of 
trouble beating her. 

Laura slumped off the court, drenched in sweat. She shook her head. “That was close. What a 
struggle," she said to me. 

Cory popped up next to us. “You played really well — for a girl,” he told Laura. He laughed. 

“Shut up!" she said. She gave him a playful shove in the chest. 

“Now watch Lee and me play," Cory told her. “Maybe you'll pick up some pointers." He turned 
and jogged onto the court, waving his fancy new racket in front of him. 

“You mean like bad examples?" Laura called after him. 

"Lee, get moving!" Ms. Andersen shouted. “Get this match going. Good luck!” 

I'll need it, I thought. If Cory has eighty percent more of a sweet spot, I'll need good luck. 

And as soon as I stepped onto the court, I knew I was in trouble. 


My sore eye started to itch and throb. It still hadn't recovered from the bug that had to be tweezed 
from it. Tears rolled down my cheek. 

It was hard to see clearly. Clouds floated over the sun. Long shadows spread over us. 

I squinted hard with my one good eye. Cory has an awesome serve. My legs suddenly felt as if they 
weighed a hundred pounds each. 

But I gritted my teeth and forced myself to move. 

We play four-game sets. Two out of three sets wins the match. 

I won the first set 4—2. 

We changed court side. A lot of kids had gathered along the wire fence to watch us play. Laura 
flashed Cory a thumbs-up. 

Why is she on his side? I wondered. Just because he saved her life the other day? Just because 
he’s blond and blue-eyed and lucky all the time, and everyone in school thinks he s awesome? 

Yeah. Maybe. 

I forced myself to stop thinking about it. I tried to force all thoughts from my mind. 

Tennis. Tennis. Tennis. 

I repeated the word in my mind like a chant. It helped me concentrate. 

I wiped the bad eye with the back of my hand. We started to play again. Even with only one good 
eye, I felt okay. I felt like I could finish him off. 

That's when the sun came out. The clouds floated away. The sky brightened. The sun shone brightly 
again. 

“Hey!” I shielded my eyes with one hand. 

The sun was shining right in my eyes. One eye was totally blurred. The other eye was blinded by 
the sun. I couldn't see a thing. 

Cory's serve bounced beside me and flew by. 

I could see only a yellow-white glare. It was like someone kept flashing a camera right in my face. 

I tried to shield my eyes and play at the same time. But that was impossible. 

Cory sent another serve past me. 

Not fair! I exclaimed to myself. With the sun right in my eyes, hes going to KILL me. 

What am I going to do? 


He killed me. Now we were even. We took a short break. 

Ms. Andersen stepped up to the net. “Okay, guys," she called. “I don't want to make you tense or 
anything. But it'S game-breaker time. This win counts big-time toward the scholarship. Good luck." 

She didn't want to make us tense? Then why did she say that? 

And did she have to keep saying “Good luck, good luck" all the time? 

Cory and I touched rackets as we changed court side. I kept blinking, trying to force the white spots 
from my eyes. I mopped my runny eye with my T-shirt sleeve. 

That sun was brutal. Sweat poured down my face. My hair was matted to my forehead. 

I took a deep breath. I swung the racket from side to side. I wanted to make it feel like part of my 
arm. 

I leaned forward and waited for Cory's serve. 

And suddenly, I realized my luck had changed. I was about to win the tennis match. 

Cory served. Too high. The ball bounced at least six inches past the line. 

Cory couldn't see. He couldn't see a thing. 

Because we had switched court sides. And now the sun was in Ais eyes! 

Wow. I couldn't believe it. I felt like jumping up and down. 

I watched him squinting and straining. The sun was like a big spotlight focused on his face. 

He served again. Out! 

Love-fifteen in favor of guess who? Me. 

My heart pounded. This was too easy. Too easy! 

Sports Camp, here I come! 

He served the next one. I hit it easily and bounced it right past him. Ha! 

Love-thirty. 

I won the first game easily. Three games to go to win the match. 

Cory wiped sweat from his face. He shook his head angrily. His cheeks were red. He stared into 
the sun. 

I tried not to laugh out loud. But I felt so good. It felt so good to be the lucky one for a change. 

I tensed my muscles, preparing to serve. 

That's when the shadows rolled over the court. 

The sky darkened. Big clouds covered the sun. 

Cory's whole body instantly relaxed. He was smiling now. He was loose. He was in the shade. 

He won. He won everything. The sun stayed behind the clouds, and he won the match. 

Lucky Duck won again. 

As soon as the match was over, the sun came out again. 

I pictured it grinning down on us. Like it had played a big joke on me. 

Cory even controls the SUN! I thought. 

“AAAAAAAAGH!” An angry cry burst from my throat. 

I ost it. I totally lost it. 


I just couldn't take all the good luck going Cory's way. 

Without thinking, I swung my arm hard and let the tennis racket go sailing into the air. 
Oh, no. 

I saw what was about to happen. 

Oh, no. 

Nothing I could do. Too late. Too late. I couldn't stop it. 

The racket flew into the back of Ms. Andersen's head. 

CLONNNNK. It sounded like wood crashing into a wall as it smashed against her skull. 
She uttered a high scream — and dropped to the ground. 


Kids along the side of the tennis court gasped and cried out. Then everyone went silent. 

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. 

Did I really do that? 

Okay. I threw the tennis racket. But could I really be unlucky enough to bean Ms. Andersen in the 
head with 1t? And knock her out cold? 

Everyone hurried over to her. They formed a silent circle. 

Cory and Laura leaned over her. I stayed at the back of the circle, afraid to look. 

Forget Sports Camp, I told myself. You're going to prison for this, Lee. 

Ms. Andersen groaned. She sat up and rubbed the back of her head. She blinked several times. 
Then she smoothed her dark hair. 

"I'm okay,” she said. “I guess I was mostly startled.” 

She 5 not dead! 

Huddled behind some kids, I let out a long sigh of relief. 

Cory helped Ms. Andersen to her feet. She brushed off her jeans. Then she rubbed the back of her 
head again. 

She gazed around the circle of kids till she spotted me. *Uh ... Lee, could you come over here?" 
she asked. 

Uh-oh. Doom time. 

I took a few trembling steps toward her. “I — I’m sorry,” I stammered. 

She frowned at me. “Lee, you’re going to have to work on your sportsmanship, aren’t you?” she 
said. “You know, sportsmanship is important in this contest.” 

“Tt... was an accident,” I said. “The racket ... it slipped from my hand.” 

Lame. I know. 

“I know it was an accident," Ms. Andersen said in a soft voice. “But you were upset about losing 
the match, right? And you lost your temper." 

I nodded. “Well ... yes. But I didn’t mean —" 

She raised a hand to silence me. The sunlight flashed in her brown eyes. “Cory and Laura have a 
good head start toward the scholarship,” she said. “I want to see you try harder, Lee. And I don't want 
to see you lose your temper again." 

“Yes. Right. I mean, no problem,” I stammered. “I’m really sorry. I mean, really." 

Yes. I was sorry I threw my racket. Sorry I smashed her in the head. Sorry I lost the match. Sorry I 
had such bad luck. 

I trudged home with my head down. I felt so sorry for myself, I didn't look at the corner and almost 
got run over by a bunch of teenagers on bikes. They shouted all kinds of names at me. 

I deserved it. 

What a bad start for winning that scholarship. “Lee, you're going to need a lot of help if you're 
going to win now." That's what I told myself. 

And I guess that's what made me think of that package. The box with the good-luck charm that I'd 


stuffed into a desk drawer. 

Maybe I should give it a try, I decided. After all, I'm totally desperate. 

It couldn t hurt — right? 

Arfy greeted me at the front door. He leaped onto my chest and knocked me back against the wall. 
Then he pinned me there with his huge front paws and licked most of the skin off my face. 

“Good dog. Good dog. I'm happy to see you, too!” I cried. I had to wrestle him to the floor to 
escape his greeting. 

I was eager to get past him. I wanted to check out that good-luck charm. I needed it to start working 
— fast! 

I took the stairs two at a time and lurched into my bedroom. Arfy came clumping up the stairs, 
close behind me. He kept bumping the back of my legs, and I nearly tripped. 

Into my room. I dove to my desk. I bent down and tugged open the bottom drawer. 

I shoved some papers and things out of the way. Then I pulled up the box with the red letters. 

INSTANT GOOD LUCK. 

I read those words a couple of times. I felt excited. Maybe I was holding something that really did 
work. Something that would give me the luck I needed to defeat Lucky Duckworth. 

I read the tiny type. This rare good-luck charm never fails. 

“What could it be?" I said to Arfy. He had his furry head raised and was sniffing at the box. “Think 
it's just a rabbit's foot?" 

I tore off the top of the box. The item inside was wrapped in a ball of red tissue paper. 

Carefully, I unwrapped the tissue paper — and gazed wide eyed at the thing inside. 

“Ohhh, sick," I moaned. “It’s ... disgusting.” 


I stared at the ugly thing in my hand. It was hard and kind of crusty. At first, I thought it was covered 
with black hair. Then I realized it was scraggly feathers. 

Some kind of horrible, dried-up claw. Was it a bird claw? 

I turned the box on its side and read the words: RARE VULTURE CLAW. 

Vulture claw? 

It sure didn't look like a good-luck charm. I turned it over in my hand. It had three bony talons. The 
cracked nails at the ends were yellow and curled. 

It looked like something out of a horror movie! 

I held it up and scraped the air with it. “Caw caw cawwww.” I made an ugly bird sound. 

Arfy barked. He kept his eyes on it. I could tell he didn't like it. 

I tried to picture the bird that lost this claw. A scrawny black vulture. I pictured it hopping on one 
claw. 

Didn't vultures swoop down and eat dead things on the ground? 

Since when were vultures good luck? 

The claw was attached to a slender black rope. Like a pendant. I swung it in my hand. I couldn't 
decide whether to wear the claw or not. 

Arfy barked again. 

“I know, boy,” I said. “It’s kind of gross. But I need all the help I can get.” 

“Lee.” Mom stepped into the room. 

I slid the claw into the desk drawer and closed it. I didn't want her asking questions. 

“What is it, Mom?" 

She handed me a white envelope. It had a small orange and yellow pizza on one corner. “This just 
came for you," she said. She turned and headed back downstairs. 

I tore it open and read the letter inside. 

The letter was from Pizza Planet. My favorite pizza place. 

“Whoa ... whoa...” I muttered to myself as my eyes ran down the page. 

“Hey, Arfy — it says I won!” I cried. 

The letter said I won a drawing. My contest card was picked. I won a free pizza dinner for me and 
my whole family! 

“Wow!” I cried, jumping to my feet. I pumped both fists in the air. Pd never won anything before! 
Never. 

I read the letter again. I was excited. Free pizza! 

I pulled out the ugly vulture claw. Was it possible? Had the good luck started already? 

I grabbed the slender rope and slid it down over my head. I straightened the claw over the front of 
my T-shirt. 

A minute ago, I didn't believe in good-luck charms. But now I believed. 

I'm going to wear this thing forever! I decided. 

Arfy barked again. Then he jumped. He snapped at the claw. He was trying to pull it away from 


me. 

“No, Arfy!" I screamed. 

I pushed the big dog away with one hand. With the other hand, I tucked the claw out of sight under 
my T-shirt. 

My elbow bumped the box. A small square of paper fluttered out from inside it. 

Before it hit the floor, Arfy grabbed it in his mouth. He turned and ran off with it, like it was some 
kind of prize. 

I laughed. He looked so funny. Like a criminal eager to check out his loot. 

I read the pizza letter again and let out a cheer. I felt great. 

I rubbed the claw under my T-shirt. I had a feeling my life was going to change now. I had a feeling 
everything was going to change. 

And guess what? 

Everything did! 





Mom and Dad were excited about the free dinner at Pizza Planet, too. They said maybe we'd go 
Friday night. 

I didn't tell them about the vulture claw. They don't believe in good-luck charms. Dad is a science 
teacher, remember. He only believes in science. 

I knew they'd only laugh at me about wearing the claw. That's why I kept it private. I could feel it 
against my chest as I sat down for dinner. It felt a little scratchy, but I didn't care. 

Arfy squeezed past my legs and sat down under the table. That's where he goes every time we eat. 
One night a long time ago, a hot dog fell off the table, and Arfy caught it. Now he waits every night for 
something else to fall. 

"What's for dinner?" I asked. 

“T made those spicy Buffalo chicken wings you like," Mom said. “And mashed potatoes.” 

“My favorite!” I cried. 

More good luck. This claw was amazing. 

Dinner was awesome. Best Buffalo chicken wings ever. 

“How was the tennis match?” Dad asked. He was wearing his white lab coat. He wasn’t going to 
be happy when he saw the orange chicken stain on the sleeve. 

"Not great,” I told him. “The sun got in my eyes, and Cory beat me." 

"Bad luck," Dad said, shaking his head. 

“That’s no problem,” I said. “I’m going to ask for a rematch. I know I'll whip his butt next time.” 

Mom frowned at me. “Language,” she said. “That’s not how we talk at the dinner table." 

"Sorry," I muttered. I was feeling so good, I couldn't help myself. I wanted to dance around the 
room screaming my head off. 

I mean, I waited a /ong time to have a little good luck. 

And guess what? The good luck kept on coming. 

Dad said he had a present for me. 

And what was 1t? Battle Warrior World 2 for my Nintendo DS. The game I'd been begging him to 
buy me for months! 

I stared at it wide eyed. My heart was thumping like crazy. 

More good luck. More. 

I couldn't wait. I shoved the game into my DS and started to blast away with both thumbs. 

“Yes! Yes! Awesome!" 

I beat the first level in less than two minutes! 

Mom and Dad were still eating. Mom made a face at Dad. “I don't approve of war games." 

Dad shrugged. He squinted at me. “Lee, you didn't read the instructions. How come you never stop 
to read the instructions for anything?" 

“Don’t need them," I muttered. 

POW POW BLAMMMMBLAMBLAMMMM. 

“Instructions are for babies,” I said. “Look. I’m already on level two. This game is awesome!" 


Dinner was over. Mom said I could go up to my room. I didn't have to help clean up tonight. 

More good luck! 

Iran up to my room and shut the door. I remembered something. My grades. 

Miss Harrison, my science teacher, said our grades might be posted online today. 

I let out a sigh. I knew this wasn't going to be my best report card. I'd messed up on two math tests. 
Just bad luck. I studied the wrong pages. 

And I handed in a history paper two days late. I don't know why. I'd been carrying it around in my 
backpack. And I just forgot to hand it in. 

So ... I wasn’t expecting the best grades in Lee Hargrove history. Maybe ... maybe I could slide by 
with all B's this semester. 

I sat down in front of my laptop and brought up the class website. Then I typed in my password — 
A-R-F- Y. 

Were our grades posted? Yes. 

I leaned forward and stared at my report card on the screen. 

“I... don't... believe ... it,” I muttered. 

All A's. 

I tugged the claw out from under my shirt. I squeezed it gently. 

“Thank you!” I whispered. “Thank you!” 

I tucked the claw back. “I’m never taking you off,” I told it. “I’m never giving up all this good luck. 
Good luck is fun!” 

Did my good luck last forever? 

Three guesses. 


If 


In school the next morning, my luck continued. Miss Harrison called me over before class. 

She glanced through some papers. Then she smiled at me. *Lee, you're way ahead of the class on 
this science unit,” she said. “You don't need to take the test today.” 

“I — I don’t?” I stammered. Was I hearing her correctly? Skip a test? 

“Why don't you go to the library and do some research online?" Miss Harrison said. 

“Yeah. Sure. No problem,” I said. “Thanks.” I practically skipped out of the classroom. 

The claw bumped my chest as I strode down the hall. It felt good. 

My lucky vulture claw. It was bringing me good luck every minute. 

I felt awesome. My whole life had changed. I was a brand-new Lee. And I liked it. 

At lunchtime, Laura Grodin actually smiled at me. That didn't happen very often. 

“Hey, wait up, Lee," she called. She trotted across the crowded hall. 

The claw had come out from under my T-shirt. It dangled in front of me. 

Laura squinted at it. “Yuck. What's that? An animal claw? Is it real?" 

“I think it's a fake," I lied. “I... just thought it was cool. Found it at a garage sale.” 

I didn’t like lying to Laura. But I didn't want to tell her the truth. No way I wanted to tell her it was 
a real vulture claw that instantly brought all kinds of good luck. 

What if she went and bought one? That wouldn't be good. 

Laura rubbed her finger on the crusty black feathers. “Ugh. Gross." She made a disgusted face. 
Then she saw some friends across the hall and ran off to talk to them. 

I hid the claw under my shirt and headed to the lunchroom. I had a smile on my face. That was the 
first time Laura ever paid any attention to me. Thanks to the claw. 

I turned the corner. I was nearly to the lunchroom when I spotted a small blue object on the floor. It 
was half-hidden under a locker. 

I bent down and picked it up. A wallet. A fat wallet stuffed with money and cards. 

“Lee?” I heard a woman's voice behind me. “Did you find it?” 

I spun around to see Ms. Lincoln, our principal, hurrying across the hall toward me. She had her 
eyes on the wallet in my hand. 

“Did you find my wallet?" she repeated. 

I handed it to her. 

“Oh, thank goodness!” she cried. “I’ve been searching for hours. Thank you, Lee. Thank you!" 

“Tt ... was under the locker," I said. I pointed. “A lucky find." 

“Tt sure was!” she exclaimed. She reached into the wallet and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. “A little 
reward for you," she said. She stuffed the money into my hand. 

“No. I can't —" I started to give it back to her. 

But she closed my fist around it. “Keep it,” she said. “You deserve a reward. You saved my life." 

She turned and hurried back toward her office. I gazed at the ten-dollar bill in my hand. How lucky 
was that? 

I tucked it into my jeans and stepped into the crowded, noisy lunchroom. I wasn't interested in 
lunch. I was too excited to be hungry. 


I knew what I had to do. I marched up to Cory. He was sitting at the front table with a bunch of kids 
from our class. 

“Yo, Lee. What's up?" he said. He had a mouthful of peanut butter and jelly. That's what he eats for 
lunch every day. He says it's his lucky sandwich. 

But I knew who had the luck today. He could eat ten jars of peanut butter and jelly. Things had 
changed. 

“T want a rematch,” I said. “I want to have a do-over of our tennis match." 

He grinned at me. He was so sure of himself, he didn't hesitate for a second. 

“No problem,” he said. “A rematch. Let's do it." 

I rubbed the claw under my shirt. No way I could lose this time. 

No way. 
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Cory and I insisted on a new match. Ms. Andersen didn’t really understand. But she said if we wanted 
it so badly, we could do it. 

Word got around school, and a lot of kids showed up to watch. 

Some kids called it a “grudge match.” I think that’s why a lot of them came. 

Also, word had gone around school that Pd tossed my racket and knocked Ms. Andersen to the 
ground. I think some kids were waiting for me to lose it again. 

But I didn't lose it. This time, I won. 

This time, the sun hid behind clouds when I was facing it. And when we switched court sides, it 
shone brightly again and blinded Cory. 

So I won two sets to none. 

Good luck. Either you have it or you don't. 

I was so happy, I et out a shout of victory and leaped over the net. Cory just stood there shaking his 
head. I could tell by the upset look on his face that I had him worried. 

I knew I could win the Sports Camp scholarship easily. With the help of the vulture claw, of 
course. 

I laughed and tried to joke with Cory. But he didn't want to talk. He turned and stomped away, 
angrily slapping his fancy new tennis racket against his hand. 

I saw Laura flash me a warm smile from the side of the court. She gave me a double thumbs-up. 

Too bad, Laura, I thought. You and Cory don t stand a chance now. 

I pulled out the ugly black claw and kissed it. Then I tucked it back under my shirt. 

I hummed to myself all the way home. I felt like dancing. Or skipping. 

I let myself in and tossed my tennis racket case and backpack to the floor. I heard heavy footsteps in 
the hall. Arfy barked and came running to greet me. 

“Hey — down boy. Down!” 

Why did I say that? He never listens to me. Arfy's so big that he doesn't obey a single command. 
He knows he can do whatever he feels like. 

“Arfy — please!” 

He leaped on me, pressing his big paws on my shoulders. I stumbled back against the wall. 

“Stop!” I cried. He was frantically licking my face. My cheeks dripped with thick slobber. “Stop 
it!” 

I tried to push him off. He pawed at my T-shirt collar. 

“Hey!” I let out a cry as he grabbed the vulture claw in his teeth. With a hard tug, he snatched it off 
the rope. 

“NO!” I screamed. 

Arfy clamped the claw in his teeth. Then he pushed off from my chest with both paws. He spun 
around and galloped out of the room. 

“No! Arfy — come back!" I wailed. “It isn’t a dog toy! Oh, nooooo. Come back with that!” 








I chased him down the back hall. He ran into my parents' room and tried to jump on their bed. 

But I tackled him around his middle and wrestled him to the floor. I made a grab for the vulture 
claw, and it slid easily out from between his teeth. 

He snapped at it. But I swung it out of his reach and rolled away from him. “Not a toy!” I shouted. 
“Not a toy.” 

Arfy made a whimpering sound. He stared up at the claw. 

I studied it carefully. It was dripping with saliva. One of the talons was torn — just a little bit. Not 
too bad. 

“Bad dog,” I scolded Arfy. But he was already trotting out of the room, his tail wagging. Dogs have 
very short attention spans. 

I tried to dry off the claw on the front of my shirt. Then I slid it back in place. 

“Close call,” I muttered. 

Arfy almost ruined my good luck. Of course, he didn’t know what he was doing. He was just being 
a dog. 

But I needed this good-luck charm. Needed it. Like breathing. 

I let out a sigh of relief. The claw felt good against my chest. I vowed I'd keep it snug and safe 
from now on. 

I started up the stairs to my room. I was nearly at the top when my shoe caught on something. A 
lump in the carpet? 

"Owwwww!" I let out a scream as I lost my balance. I fell hard onto my side — hit my head — and 
bounced all the way down. 

Bump bump bump bump. 

I landed at the bottom. The surprise took my breath away. My heart was racing. Pain rolled up and 
down my body. 

I didn't move till I could breathe normally. Then I sat up with a groan. The back of my neck ached. 
My left ankle throbbed. I tested it. It wasn't broken, but it sure hurt. 

“Oh, wow," I muttered. “Wow.” I shook my head, trying to shake away the dizziness and pain. 
Groaning, I climbed to my feet. 

"That's not supposed to happen," I said to myself. “I’m supposed to have all good luck." 

Then I thought, Well, I didn t break my neck. I could have broken my ankle or my arm. I guess the 
claw kept me from seriously hurting myself. 

I pulled it out from under my shirt. I turned it over in my hand. The fall didn't crush it or anything. 

I kissed it and tucked it back in. Then I started back up the stairs. 

This time, I gripped the banister as I climbed. My ankle still throbbed, but I could stand on it. 

I stepped into my room. One of my baseball posters had fallen off the wall. It was lying upside 
down on the floor. 

I rolled it up and leaned it against the wall. /’// tape it back up later, I decided. 

I sat down at my desk and opened the laptop. I powered it on and waited for the screen to light up. 

Miss Harrison puts her homework assignments online every afternoon. I went to our school site to 


see what work I had to do. 
The page started to come up. But then the screen suddenly went black. 
I heard a sizzling sound. Like bacon frying on the stove. 
“What’s up with that?" I muttered. 
And then I jumped to my feet as black smoke poured up from my laptop. 
I knocked the desk chair over as I staggered back two or three steps. 
And then I gasped as bright orange and yellow flames flickered over the keyboard. 
My laptop! It was on fire! 
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I stared in horror as the flames danced over the keyboard. My panic lasted only a few seconds. 

I dove forward and slammed the lid shut. Would that put out the flames? 

Black smoke sizzled up from the back. Then the smoke faded away. 

Silence. 

I didn’t move. I froze there, holding my breath, waiting to see if the flames would shoot up again. 

Finally, I touched the lid. It wasn’t hot. I flipped it open. 

The flames were gone. The keyboard was charred black. A lot of the keys had melted onto one 
another. 

Ruined. It was totally destroyed. 

How did that happen? I just powered it on, and it burst into flames. 

I knew my parents would take it back to the store and buy me a new one. But all my work was lost. 
My history notes were on it. And my book report that was due next Friday. And science stuff... 

My birthday party photos. The photos I snapped on the class trip... 

All lost. 

I stared down at the black, melted keys. What bad luck. 

I felt the vulture claw press against my chest. I pulled it out and studied it. It seemed okay except 
for the little tear on one talon. 

"What's wrong with you?" I asked it. “Where is the good luck? You've got to come through for me 
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now. 





That night, I couldn’t sleep. 

I felt jumpy. I couldn’t lie still. I forced my eyes shut and tried counting down from one thousand. 

But I couldn’t concentrate. I turned onto my side. Then I tried the other side. 

I felt like a restless animal in a zoo. The kind that prowls its cage, back and forth, poking its snout 
through the spaces between the cage bars. 

I sat up and rested my head against the head-board. The bedroom window was open, and white 
moonlight poured in. Silvery white moonlight almost as bright as day. 

I shut my eyes, but I couldn’t force out the light. 

I knew I was sleepy. My eyelids were heavy. I had to sleep. But my brain was spinning. And the 
bright white light ... the light was calling me ... forcing me to my feet. 

I stood up. I paced my room, my bare feet cold against the carpet. I have a long, narrow room. Not 
much room to pace. 

Like a caged animal, I thought again. 

I spotted my guitar propped against the closet door. I lifted it up and carried it to the bed. I propped 
it in my lap. 

Playing the guitar always relaxes me. 

I balanced it on my lap. Then I started to strum. 

Something was wrong. It didn’t sound right. It didn’t ... fee/ right. 

I squinted into the moonlight. I raised my hand. 


And opened my mouth in a scream of horror. 
My hand! Where was 1t? What happened to my hand? 
I gaped in disbelief at the ragged talons and thick feathers. My hand had turned into a CLAW! 





My talons curled around the guitar neck. The strings all started to pop. 

Pop pop poppop POP. 

The final pop was loud enough to wake me up. 

“Huh?” 

I stared at the ceiling. Shadows shifted above my head in a pale square of moonlight. 

I'm lying in bed, I realized. 

I was asleep. 

It was a dream. Yes? 

I raised both hands from under the covers. Yes. I had two hands. No giant bird claw. 

A nightmare. But it seemed so real. I could still see every detail. 

Still see the big feathery claw at the end of my arm wrapping around the guitar neck. 

I never have nightmares. I mean, really never. Not since I was a little kid. 

Usually, I can't remember my dreams at all. But mostly, my dreams are about kids at school, and 
my parents, and playing sports. Boring stuff. 

Never nightmares. Never horrifying dreams that wake me up screaming. 

Or was I only screaming in the dream? 

I checked out my hands again. Just to make sure. 

They were fine. Perfectly normal hands. 

My heart was still beating hard. A shiver rolled down my body. It was warm in my room, 
especially under the covers. Why was I shivering? 

I pulled up the vulture claw to examine it. 

Yes, I wore it when I slept. I wasn't taking chances. I wanted good luck twenty-four hours a day. 

The light from outside was dim. I raised the claw close to my face and squinted hard at it. 

I gasped when the three talons moved. 

It can t be alive. It CAN’T be! 

“Irs just the darkness," I murmured to myself. “That nightmare — it upset me. I’m seeing things.” 

But to my horror, the claw leaped from my hand. It snapped forward — and grabbed me by the 
throat. 

"Unnnnh. " | made a choking sound as the talons gripped my skin. They tightened. Wrapped around 
the skin under my chin. 

Choked me. 

"Unnnnh. ” 

Tighter. Tighter. The claw squeezed so hard, I wanted to scream in pain. 

But I couldn't scream. I couldn't breathe. 

The claw gripped my windpipe. 

“Unh unnnnh. " | couldn't make a sound. 

I struggled to pull it off with both hands. 

It was too strong. Clamped on too tightly. I couldn't budge it. 

Oh, nooooo. 


I knew what was happening. 
It was going to KILL me. 





“Lee? Are you okay?" 

“Lee — what's your problem?" 

I opened my eyes to see Mom and Dad rushing into my bedroom. 

Dad clicked on the ceiling light. He was in his striped pajama bottoms. Mom was tying the belt on 
her blue bathrobe. Her hair fell in tangles over her face. 

The bright light made me blink. It took a few seconds for everything to come into focus. 

I realized I was sitting on the edge of my bed. My pajamas were all twisted. My face prickled with 
cold sweat. 

Glancing down, I saw that I was holding the claw tightly in front of me. 

“What was that scream?" Dad asked, leaning over me. “Did something frighten you?" 

*[ — I —" I cleared my throat. I raised the claw up to him. “It grabbed me,” I said. “It was ... 
choking me." 

Mom uttered a short cry. She brushed her hair off her face with both hands. Her eyes were on the 
vulture claw. *Lee, what is that thing?" 

"It's ... something I got in the mail,” I said. 

Dad ran a finger over my throat. He squinted at me. Turned my head gently from side to side. 

*You had a nightmare," he said softly. 

“Yes. A nightmare," Mom repeated. She shivered. “That ugly thing would give me nightmares, 
too!" 

“Dad, n-no," I stammered. “It wasn't a nightmare. It was real. It grabbed my neck and —" 

“No.” Dad raised a hand, motioning for me to stop. “There aren't any marks on your neck, Lee. No 
pinch marks. No scratches. Nothing." 

“Tt was a dream," Mom said, coming up beside him. “Weird,” she added. “You never have 
nightmares." 

I blinked. I gazed down at the claw. It wasn't moving. It was stiff and still. 

What just happened to me? I wondered. 

Was it a nightmare inside a nightmare? 

In the first nightmare, I had a claw instead of a hand. Maybe I never woke up from that dream. 
Maybe I slid right into the next dream. 

And dreamed that the claw snapped over my windpipe. 

That had to be what happened. A dream inside a dream. One frightening nightmare after another. 

I settled back under the covers. Dad pulled the blanket under my chin. 

“Maybe you should put that ugly claw away, Lee,” he said. 

“Yes. If it’s giving you bad dreams, throw it away,” Mom said. 

“No way,” I replied. I tucked the claw under the blanket. “It’s a good-luck charm. It brought me a 
lot of good luck.” 

“Good luck? It doesn’t look like a good-luck charm to me!” Mom said, shaking her head. She led 
Dad out the door. They clicked off the light. 





I lay there on my back in the darkness. I could feel the claw resting lightly on my chest. 
Thumpthump thump thumpthump. 

That heavy thumping was my heart, right? It wasn't the claw thumping against my chest. Right? 
Right? 


The next morning, it was hard to wake up. Dad is my alarm clock. He shouts, *Wake up! Rise and 
shine!" into my room every morning at seven. 

It usually takes only one shout. But this morning, he had to give the alarm three times. 

Groaning, I sat up. It took all my strength to climb out from under the covers. I still felt shaken from 
those nightmares. They were just too real. 

I checked my hands. Normal. Not claws. 

I yawned and stretched. I could smell bacon frying downstairs. It was Friday. Bacon and scrambled 
eggs day. 

Mom believes in a big breakfast. She says it gets you going for the day. 

I needed to wake up and get going strong. This afternoon was the next competition for the 
scholarship. The bowling tournament. 

I squeezed the claw under my pajama shirt. I needed all the luck I could get. Bowling is not my best 
sport. 

I took a hot shower. Then I went to the closet to pick out some clothes. 

I pulled my best jeans from the top shelf. And my favorite T-shirt — the red one with a big black 
thumbs-up on the front. I started to pull on the jeans — then stopped. I squinted at the front. What was 
the dark stain on the front? A big dark circle around the zipper. 

It made it look like I had wet myself! 

Oh, well. No way I could wear these jeans to school. I heaved them to the floor and went back to 
my closet for another pair. 

Then I raised the T-shirt over my head and started to pull it on. Oh, wait. I couldn't believe it. Both 
sleeves had big rips at the armpits. The shirt was totally torn. 

Mom would never let me wear it to school. I sighed. My favorite T-shirt — ruined. I tossed it on 
top of the stained jeans and went to choose another one. 

What was up with my clothes? How did they get messed up just sitting in my closet? 

I went into the bathroom to brush my hair. It's thick and wiry, and I can't really get it to stay flat or 
anything. But today, I heard a snap. And the comb broke in half. 

“Huh?” I stared at the two pieces in my hand. This day was not off to a great start. 

The claw bounced against my chest as I hurried down the stairs to breakfast. Mom was dressed for 
school. She stood at the stove, poking the bacon. Out the window, I saw Dad watering his tomato 
plants. 

Mom turned. *No more nightmares?" 

I shook my head. “No. I slept fine. But my good jeans? The new ones? They have a stain —" 

Mom pointed to the fridge. “Pull out six eggs," she said. “Two for each of us." 

She never really hears me in the morning. Too much on her mind. I decided I'd tell her about the 
jeans and T-shirt later. 

I pulled open the door to the fridge. The eggs were on the top shelf of the door. I reached for two 
eggs — then stopped. 


Whoa. 

I heard a cracking sound. The sound repeated all down the row of eggs. 

Crack craaack craaackcraack. 

I let out a cry as the eggs cracked open — and scrawny, wet claws came poking out. A dozen sticky 
claws clenching and unclenching their bony talons. 





*^Noooooo00!" 

A long moan escaped my throat. 

"What's wrong?" Mom cried. She dropped her spatula and came running over to the fridge. “Lee, 
what's all the screaming about?" 

“I — I —" I pointed to the two rows of eggs in the door. Then I blinked. I squinted hard. 

The eggs were perfectly okay. No cracks. No claws poking out from inside the shells. 

“Oh, wow," I muttered. 

Mom put a hand on my shoulder. “What’s wrong?" 

“I think ... l'm seeing things," I said. 

She led me to the kitchen table. I dropped into my chair, my brain buzzing. She carried the eggs 
from the fridge and started to scramble them. 

Dad waved to me from outside. I stared out the window at him, but I didn't wave back. 

I'm totally messed up, I told myself. 

I was seeing things. Hallucinating is the word for it. First I had nightmares about claws. And now 
I was seeing claws when I was awake! 

My clothes were ruined. My comb cracked in half. 

Bad luck. Bad luck and nightmares and hallucinations... 

I had a sick feeling. Like a heavy rock weighing down my stomach. 

Has the good luck from the vulture claw run out? 

Has the claw turned against me? 

I knew it worked before. I knew it could change my life. Was there anything I could do to bring 
back the good luck? 





After school, Coach Taylor drove six of us to the bowling alley in his SUV. Laura, Cory, and the other 
kids laughed and goofed on one another the whole way. I sat in a corner in the backseat and stayed 
pretty quiet. 

I felt tense all day. My hands shook. My heart raced. 

I kept expecting to see more claws pop out at me. I kept expecting to be the star of a horror movie 
that only I could see. 

Now I felt even more stressed. I knew I had to win the bowling match to stay 1n the race for the 
scholarship. And Laura and Cory were both better bowlers than me. 

Come on, claw, I repeated to myself. Do your thing. Please work for me. 

“Hey, Lee, what's up?" Cory turned around in his seat and grinned at me. “Why are you so quiet?" 

“Just thinking,” I muttered. 

“Thinking about how I can beat you left-handed?” Cory said. 

I groaned. “Cory — you are left-handed. Remember?” 

He laughed. “Oh, yeah. Right.” 

Laura slapped Cory's shoulder. “Shut up, Cory. You don't have to brag all the time." 

“I know I don’t have to brag,” Cory said. “I can beat him without bragging. I can beat you, too, 
Laura.” 

“Shut up,” Laura repeated. It was one of her favorite phrases. Sometimes she started a 
conversation with it. 

“Tell you what,” Cory said, his dimple flashing. “Maybe you two can come visit me at Sports 
Camp this summer.” 

“Ha-ha. You're so funny,” Laura said. She gave him a shove. 

I stayed out of it. I just wanted to focus. Focus on doing my best. Focus on winning today. 

Coach Taylor pulled the SUV into the parking lot. The place was called Roll-a-Bowl Lanes. It was 
a long, low building with painted bowling balls bouncing across the front. A neon sign read: 
BURGERS! FRIES! BEST BOWLING FOR MILES! We followed the coach inside. I counted about twenty 
bowling lanes. Only a few were being used. Not too many people bowl at four o'clock on a Friday 
afternoon. 

I saw an ice-cream counter across from where you get your bowling shoes. And a small burger 
place with four or five tables next door to it. 

The manager gave us lanes at the very end. We trotted down to them and picked out our bowling 
balls. I had to have a blue one. That's my favorite color. 

I sat down on the bench next to Laura and a sixth grader named Gray Haddox. Gray is a big dude 
with short blond hair and a red face that always looks like he's blushing. He lives for sports. He's on 
the soccer team and the track team. Actually, I think he's on every team! 

I don't know Gray very well. He's very shy and quiet — except when he's playing sports. And he 
hangs out with another crowd, some kids from the high school. 

Gray bowled a strike on his first turn. He pumped his big fist in the air and came back to the bench 


with a huge smile on his red face. 

Laura and Cory got off to bad starts. Laura's first two rolls were gutter balls. She scored a big zip. 

Cory knocked down only three pins in two tries. He muttered angrily to himself, slapping the ball. 
Like it was the ball's fault. 

I kissed the claw. Then stepped up for my first try. I'm not a great bowler. I can never decide which 
foot to lead with. 

But I got off to a good start. I bowled an eight in the first frame. I had a spare in the second frame. 
And an eight in the third frame. 

By the tenth frame, Cory, Laura, and Gray were ahead of me. But only by a few points. The other 
kids were way behind us. 

I studied the score sheet. If I could bowl a spare in this frame, I would win the game. 

Now I was really excited. J can do it, I told myself. J can win this thing. 

My heart began to race. My hands were sweaty. I dried them off on a towel. 

I stepped onto the lane. I took a deep breath. Raised the ball ... Sent it rolling down the center of 
the alley... 

... And knocked down eight pins. 

Okay. The remaining two pins were close together on the right. An easy spare. 

An easy spare to make me the winner. 

I waited for the ball to return. I wiped my sweaty hands on the towel again. 

I took another deep breath. Then I stepped onto the lane. 

I could see Cory, Laura, and Gray watching me. Intense stares on their faces. 

I touched the claw under my shirt. 

Please — come through for me. Please — bring me good luck. 

Would the claw do its job? 

I pulled the ball back and started my approach. 


I took two steps. Swung my arm forward... 

... And the ball slipped off my hand. 

It dropped hard and fast. 

I heard a heavy thud as it crushed the top of my bowling shoe. 

"Owwwwwww!" I opened my mouth in a howl. 

A crushing pain shot up my leg. 

I dropped to the floor, twisting in agony. 

“My toes! I broke my toes! I broke my foot!” I shrieked. 

Gray dropped down beside me. He put a hand on my shoulder and kept telling me to calm down. 
Help was on the way. 

By the time Coach Taylor showed up, I'd stopped screaming and writhing on the floor. But my foot 
still throbbed with pain. 

The coach and Gray lifted me to my feet and helped me to the bench. Taylor gently pulled the 
bowling shoe and the sock off my foot. He tested the ankle and the toes. 

“The foot isn't broken," he said. He massaged the foot carefully. He frowned. “Maybe you broke 
your little toe. But there’s nothing you can do for that.” 

I swallowed. “You mean — ?” 

“You just have to put up with the pain," Taylor said. “It'll feel better after a while." 

I rolled my eyes. “After a while?" 

The whole foot throbbed. I couldn't believe every bone wasn't broken. 

I slumped onto the bench. I had lost the game. 

Laura won by three points. Cory was one point behind her. Gray came in third. 

Coach Taylor was studying the score sheet. “Do I get any points for sportsmanship? Or for 
improvement?" I called to him. 

He didn't answer. 

A cold feeling of dread rolled over me. In the competition for the scholarship, I was definitely 
falling further and further behind. 

We changed back into our real shoes. My foot didn't hurt that much. But the little toe was so 
painful, I couldn't touch it. 

It was bright red and totally swollen. I squeezed the foot into my shoe, and I limped after Cory and 
Laura toward the exit. 

We were nearly to the door when Cory bent down and picked something up from under a chair. 
“Hey, check it out,” he said. He held it up to us. “I found a cell phone." 

We followed him to the front desk. He handed the phone to the manager. “Someone dropped their 
phone," Cory said. 

The manager was a huge, bald guy in a sleeveless red T-shirt. The shirt only came down halfway 
over his belly. A red and blue tattoo of a bowling ball rippled on his right bicep. 

He grinned at Cory. He had a gold tooth right in the middle of his mouth. “That’s so nice of you to 


return it," he said. “Most people would just walk away with it.” 

He pointed across the room. *Dude, go over to the ice-cream booth," he told Cory. *Have a free 
sundae — on me." 

“Hey, thanks," Cory said. He gave the manager a funny two-fingered salute. 

We followed Cory to the ice-cream booth. He got a huge hot fudge sundae — for free. Laura and I 
had to pay for our ice-cream cones. 

Cory flashed me a thumbs-up. “Excellent sundae,” he said. “Guess my luck is still good.” 

I forced a smile. But I wasn't smiling inside. 

My little toe was killing me. It throbbed and ached so bad, it was hard to think. 

Yes, Cory's luck was still good. And what was mine? 

Bad bad bad. 

Nothing but bad. 

I stared at Cory gulping down a big spoon of ice cream covered in hot fudge. And as I watched 
him, the ice cream fell out of my cone and landed with a sp/at on top of my shoe. 

I didn't even bother to wipe it off. 

My heart started to pound. I realized my life was spinning out of control. 

I was losing the competition. Hallucinating. Getting injured. 

At least it can t get any worse than this, I thought. 

Boy, was I wrong. 





At home, I hurried upstairs to my room. My foot felt better now. Or maybe I was getting used to the 
pain. But each step on the broken toe reminded me about my bad luck. 

I knew I had to change my luck — right away. I didn't want to get hurt again. I didn't want to see 
claws everywhere I looked. 

I knew what I had to do. 

I had to get rid ofthe vulture claw. 

I grabbed the rope pendant and tugged it off my neck. I held it up and studied the ugly thing. 

It had changed from good luck to bad. And I just realized why. 

I tugged at the torn talon. Arfy did this. It was all that big dumb dog's fault. 

He took it from me and chewed on it. He got dog saliva all over it. That's when it changed. Arfy 
ruined it. 

I wrapped the rope around it and stuffed the claw into my T-shirt drawer. I pushed it down under 
all the T-shirts. I didn't want to see it again. I didn't want to think about it. 

I'll make my own good luck from now on. 

That's what I was thinking when Mom stepped into my room. She was carrying a stack of neatly 
folded socks and underwear. “These are clean," she said. “You can put them away.” 

“No problem,” I said. 

She dumped them on my bed. “How was the bowling thing?” she said. 

“Don’t ask,” I replied. 

“That bad?” 

“Worse,” I said. “I dropped the ball on my foot.” 

She squinted at me. “You’re supposed to throw it, not drop it.” 

“Ha-ha,” I said. “You’re funny, Mom.” 

“Did Cory win?” she asked. 

I shook my head. “No. Laura. But Cory got a free ice-cream sundae.” 

“Lucky,” Mom said. 

The magic word. 

“That reminds me,” Mom said. “We need a birthday gift for Cory. His party is next Saturday. What 
do you think we should get him?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. He thinks he's getting a Wii from his parents. Maybe we could buy hima 
game." 

“Well ... you think about it," Mom said. She turned and headed downstairs. 

I didn't think about it at all. Ihad homework to do and other things to think about. 

Cory was a hard person to buy presents for. Because his parents always bought him everything he 
wanted. Lucky, right? 

Later that night, it was time to change into my pajamas and go to sleep. I pulled pajamas from the 
dresser drawer. I guess I wasn't paying attention because I slammed the drawer on my hand. 

“YEOOWWWWWW.” 


I shook my hand frantically. The pain just wouldn't quit! 

Were my fingers broken? Did I crack my wrist? 

“That stupid claw!” I cried out loud. “It has to go. I’m going to have bad luck until I get rid of it.” 

I grabbed the claw. I pulled it out from beneath the T-shirts. 

Squeezing it in my fist, I held it in front of me and strode to the open bedroom window. 

“Good-bye, claw," I muttered. “Good-bye and good riddance.” 

I raised it high. Pulled back my arm. And prepared to toss it out the window, toss it as far as I 
could. 

But I stopped with my arm raised high. 

I stopped, suddenly frozen like a statue. My mind was spinning. 

I lowered my arm. My heart thudded. I took a deep breath. 

I gazed at the black, feathery claw. 

“Perfect,” I murmured. “It’s perfect. The perfect birthday gift for Cory.” 

I laughed. What a totally sweet idea. 

“Here you go, Cory. I brought you a really nifty good-luck charm.’ 

Ha-ha. 

“Happy birthday, Lucky Duck.” 

I kissed the claw good-bye. Then I found a small box, tucked the claw inside, and wrapped a red 
ribbon around it. 
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On Saturday, Dad dropped me off at Cory's house for the birthday party. As I carried the claw to 
Cory's house, I felt a little bad. I knew it was a dirty trick to give him the bad-luck charm. 

But Cory had all the good luck for too long. Why couldn't it be my turn for a while? 

I knew that giving Cory a little bad luck was the only way I could win that Sports Camp 
scholarship. I gazed at the nicely wrapped package in my hand. 

It’s the Birthday Party of No Return for Cory, I thought. 

This is where everything changes. 

But I had a funny feeling in my stomach as I rang the doorbell. 7 just hope Cory s bad luck isn't 
TOO bad, I told myself. 

Mrs. Duckworth opened the door. Cory looks a lot like his mom. The same blond hair and blue 
eyes. And she has the dimple on her chin, too. 

“Hi, Lee." She stepped aside so I could walk in. “Everyone is downstairs. Just follow the noise." 

Cory’s basement is a giant playroom. That's where the family hangs out. They have a huge flat 
screen TV down there and shelves of books and board games and every toy Cory ever owned in his 
life. Tables and a bar with a real soda dispenser that has about six different kinds of soda pop. Lots of 
stereo equipment and a real karaoke machine. 

I mean, it's everything you'd want all in one huge room. 

And it was packed with kids now. I recognized just about every kid from school, and some cousins 
of Cory's I'd met before, and I saw a bunch of kids I didn't know. 

“Hey, how's it going, Lee?" Cory greeted me. We bumped knuckles. He was wearing faded cargo 
jeans and a red and black T-shirt that said BIRTHDAY DUDE in big letters. 

“Happy birthday," I said. I waved my present in front of him. 

“Just add it to the pile," Cory said. He pointed to a card table stacked high with brightly wrapped 
presents. 

I dropped my present on the pile. I had that funny feeling in my stomach again. Stop thinking about 
it, I scolded myself. He deserves a little bad luck. 

I turned and gazed around the room. Kids were having a great time. Music thundered. I spotted 
Laura with some other girls, all carrying plates with pizza slices. 

“My parents gave me a Wii," Cory said. “Check it out." He pointed to the big TV against the wall. 

A bunch of kids were huddled around it. Gray Haddox was playing tennis. He was swinging the 
controller hard, killing each serve. 

A tall blue and white iced birthday cake, loaded with candles, stood beside the food table. I 
walked over and grabbed a handful of tortilla chips. 

“Awesome party," I told Cory, shouting over the music. 

Some guys had found a soccer ball and were batting it back and forth across the room. A few girls 
had turned on the karaoke machine. But you couldn't hear them over the roaring music. 

I hung out with some guys for a while, just goofing and talking about stuff. There was a huge 
bouquet of balloons floating near the stairway. Some guys thought it was funny to pop them and make 
kids scream. 


Suddenly, the music stopped. Mrs. Duckworth strode across the room. “Time for Cory to open his 
presents," she announced. 

She dragged a big trash can up to the table. “Put the wrapping paper in here," she told Cory. 
"Everyone gather around." 

We all huddled in front of the gift table, dropping onto the couches, chairs, and the floor. A few 
kids kept playing Wii. The sounds of the game rang off the low ceiling. 

With his mom watching from the side, Cory began opening presents. He wasn't careful with the 
wrapping paper or anything. He just ripped the packages open with both hands. 

"Sweet! Sweet!" he kept exclaiming, holding up each present. 

He got a lot of books and funny T-shirts and Wii games. Someone gave him a huge box of Starburst 
candy, his favorite. 

He was about halfway through the presents when he picked mine up. 

“Is this from you, Lee?" he asked. 

I nodded. “Yeah.” 

I suddenly felt really nervous. My hands went cold and I could feel my neck muscles tighten. 

I held my breath as Cory ripped away the red ribbon, then the wrapping paper. Then he jerked open 
the box. 

He pulled out the vulture claw and lifted it high for everyone to see. 

“Sweet!” he cried. “Check it out. A good-luck charm.” 

He turned to me with a smile on his face. “Thanks a lot, Lee,” he said. “But I already have one of 
these.” 


“Huh?” I let out a loud gasp. 

Cory set down the vulture claw. He reached under his BIRTHDAY DUDE T-shirt. And he pulled up a 
vulture claw he had around his neck. 

“See?” he said. “Why do you think I've been even luckier than usual?" He waved the claw at me. 
“This thing really works.” 

He tucked his claw back under his shirt. Then he picked up my claw and tossed it back to me. 

I was totally in shock. But somehow I caught it in both hands. I shoved it in my pocket. 

Cory walked over to me. “You keep it, dude,” he said. “You need good luck, too.” He gave me a 
playful punch in the side. “But thanks anyway for such an awesome gift. You’re a great friend.” 

Before I could say anything, he walked back to the table and started to rip open more presents. 

I'm a great friend? 

Whats up with this? This is supposed to be the Birthday Party of No Return for Cory. 

But it turns out he has his own good-luck claw. And now I have my unlucky one back. 

I had no choice. I had to take it back. 

I couldn't concentrate on the rest of the gifts. My head was spinning. I could only think about the 
two claws. 

Why was Cory's claw lucky and my claw unlucky? Was it really Arfy's fault? How could I make 
the claw lucky again? 

Could I buy another one? I didn't have a clue about where this one came from. 

I shut my eyes. I had to force myself to stop thinking about the claws. I wanted to enjoy the party. 

I walked over to the Wii game. About ten or twelve kids were gathered in front of the big TV. They 
were still playing the tennis game. 

I waited my turn. Then I took the controller. 

“I hope this is easy,” I said. “I haven't played this before.” 

I gripped the controller tightly. Stared at the screen. Readied myself... 

The serve came at me. I swung hard. 

I gasped as the controller slid from my hand and sailed toward the TV screen. 

“Nooo!” I moaned over the crash. “Oh, no. Oh, no.” 

I raised my hands to the sides of my face. “It was an accident!” I cried. “An accident!” 





The controller shot into the center of the TV screen. A deafening crash. The glass shattered into 
dozens of jagged cracks. Like a spiderweb over the screen. Then shards of glass dropped to the floor. 

Kids cried out and jumped back. Everyone turned to stare at me. 

“An accident!" I cried. “It ... slipped!” 

I didn't like their angry stares. They were upset they wouldn't get to play the Wii anymore. I'd 
ruined their fun. 

I saw Mrs. Duckworth hurrying across the room. “What happened?” she cried. “What was that 
crash?” 

I just wanted to shrink into the floor. I knew my face was burning red. 

I backed away. I wanted to get as far away as I could. 

I should have watched where I was going. 

I felt a bump on my back. It startled me, and I stumbled backward. 

“Oh, noooo,” I moaned. 

I backed into the food table. I felt it jolt. I turned in time to see the table tilt — and tumble onto its 
side. 

Plates and bowls and platters and glasses slid to the floor. Pizza slices made a sick plop. Glasses 
shattered. Chips flew everywhere. Spilled soda formed a lake under the overturned table. 

“No! No way! No way!” Mrs. Duckworth shouted. 

I tried to step away from the mess. But my legs were acting crazy. 

I slipped on a pizza slice. My hands flew up as I fell back — 
and landed on the birthday cake. 

“Whoooaaa.” A cry escaped my throat as I fell on top of the cake. Crashed to the floor. Sprawled 
on my back. Helpless with the gooey cake beneath me. 

I rolled off the cake with a groan. Blue and white icing stuck to my shirt and the back of my pants. 

I tried to wipe it off, but clumps of icing stuck to my hands. My face itched. I tried to scratch it and 
icing smeared my cheeks. 

I glimpsed myself in the wall mirror. Blue and white icing covered my hair. 

Everyone in the room was going nuts. Kids were shouting and shrieking and running around. Cory 
stood in the broken glass from the TV screen, staring at the mess from the fallen food table. Staring. 
Just staring. 

I tried to brush icing off my pants. I felt someone grab my shoulder. Hard. 

I looked up to see Mrs. Duckworth. Her face was red. She had her jaw clenched. I swear I could 
see fire shooting from her eyes. 

She squeezed my shoulder until I cried out. “Come with me, Lee,” she said through gritted teeth. 

Across the room, a girl slipped on the sticky spilled soda and fell onto a pile of pizza slices. Kids 
were still shouting and shaking their heads in disbelief. 

Mrs. Duckworth led me up the basement stairs, away from the party. “Don’t touch anything,” she 
said. “I’m warning you — don’t touch anything. I don’t want icing all over my house.” 





“S-sorry,” I stammered. 

We reached the kitchen. She let go of my shoulder and turned to face me. She studied me from head 
to foot. “Are you okay, Lee? You're not hurt?" 

“I — I’m okay, I guess," I murmured. I brushed a lump of icing off my cheek. But then I didn't know 
where to put it. So I wiped it on my jeans. 

"I'm calling your parents," Mrs. Duckworth said. “To come pick you up." 

“Okay,” I said softly. 

“You ruined Cory's party,” she said, squinting hard at me. “You didn’t do all that to be funny — did 
you?" 

I swallowed. My throat was suddenly very dry. “Funny?” I squeaked. “No. I —" 

“So it wasn't deliberate?" she asked. 

I shook my head. “No way. It was an accident. Really.” 

“It was a lot of accidents," she said. She made a face. Like she had just bitten into a really sour 
lemon. 

“I — lm sorry,” I stuttered. 

“I mean, it’s hard to destroy a TV, knock over a heavy food table, and sit on a birthday cake,” she 
said. “Very hard to do all that.” 

I nodded. “Just bad luck,” I muttered. I didn't know what else to say. Then I added, “I didn't sit on 
the cake. I fell on it.” 

She made a /mpf sound. Then she picked up a phone and called my house. 

I sighed. How could she think I did all that on purpose? 

Cory is my friend. I would never deliberately ruin his birthday party. Never. 

My mom pulled up in the car five minutes later. She let out a cry when she saw me. I told her I was 
okay. I said I had an accident with the cake. I said I'd explain later. 

Mom apologized at least twenty times to Mrs. Duckworth. 

“Tt was quite unusual," Mrs. Duckworth said. She kept using the word unusual. Then she excused 
herself. *I have a lot of cleaning up to do." 

Cory came upstairs to say good-bye. I told him I was sorry that I wrecked his party. 

I pulled him into the front hall. *It's the claw," I said. I whispered so my mom wouldn't hear. She 
was still in the kitchen. She was on her phone, calling Dad. 

Cory stared hard at me. “What about the claw?” 

“Mine is different from yours,” I said. “Something bad happened to it. Now it’s bad luck all the 
time.” 

I sighed. “Everything that just happened downstairs? The mess I made? All because of the claw. It 
gives me bad luck instead of good.” 

Cory shook his head. “Lee — didn't you read the instructions?" 





Instructions? 

I had a sudden flash. I remembered opening the box the claw came in. And I pictured the small, 
square sheet of paper that fluttered out of the box. 

Arfy grabbed it and ran away with it. 

Were those the instructions? 

“Come with me," Cory said. He started to grab my sleeve. But he pulled his hand away when he 
saw the sleeve was smeared with cake icing. 

I followed him to his bedroom. He had rock posters all over his walls, from floor to ceiling. Some 
of them belonged to his parents and went all the way back to the 1970s. Very cool. 

“I think I still have the instruction sheet that came with my claw,” Cory said. He began pawing 
through a desk drawer. 

“Yes. Here.” He pulled out a square white sheet of paper and handed it to me. “You didn't read 
this?" he asked. 

I shook my head. *No. My dog took it and ate 1t." 

My eyes scanned the page of small type. There weren't many instructions. But I gasped when I 
found the one important rule: 

“This rare vulture claw will bring you good luck forever,” I read. “But you must follow one rule. 
You must never KISS the claw. Kissing it is forbidden." 

“Oh, wow," I murmured. “Oh, wow.” 

I stared at those words. I read them again. My heart started to pound like crazy. I suddenly felt cold 
all over. 

I kept reading: 

“Tf you kiss the claw, your luck will turn bad. And you will have very bad dreams, and your 
whole life will turn into a nightmare.” 

The instruction sheet trembled in my hand. I shut my eyes. I pictured myself kissing the claw. Many 
times. 

When I opened my eyes, Cory was staring hard at me. “You kissed your claw — didn’t you?” he 
said. 

I nodded. *A lot,” I muttered. 

“Bad luck,” Cory said. 

“Yeah. Bad luck,” I said. “Bad luck all the time.” I sighed again. “Where did you get your claw?” 

He shrugged. “Beats me. It just came in the mail.” 

“Me, too,” I said. “Wish I’d read the instructions.” 

“Lee? Where are you?” Mom called from the kitchen. “We have to go!” 

“Coming!” I shouted. I started toward the bedroom door. But Cory grabbed my arm. 

“I just want to ask you one more question,” he said. 

I turned and waited for him to ask it. 

“Why did you give your claw to me as a birthday present?” he asked. “To give me bad luck?” 


My mouth dropped open. I could feel my face grow hot, and I knew I was blushing. 

"Sorry," I said. “It was a stupid idea. I ... I didn't want you to have real bad luck.” I shook my 
head. “Really. lm sorry.” 

His eyes went cold. He blew out a long whoosh of air. “Kind of a dirty trick,” he said. “You’re 
supposed to be my friend." 

I opened my mouth to answer. But my eyes went to the open window. 

The sky darkened suddenly. I saw an ugly creature soar toward the window. It filled the window. 
Huge. Let out a raw bleating sound. 

An enormous gray and black vulture. 

It stepped onto the window ledge, cawing loudly. It raised one leg. The leg had no claw at the 
end! 

Just a black stump. A ragged, ugly bump. 

I uttered a cry as the huge bird lowered its head — and bolted into the room. 

"Look out!" I screamed. 

No time to duck. Or run. 

It raised its wings high. Lowered its massive beak — and dove at me. 





I screamed and covered my head. 

Cory laughed. “I’m not going to hit you,” he said. “You don't have to duck." 

I blinked. I lowered my arms. I gazed at Cory. He stood staring at me, a puzzled expression on his 
face. 

"Lee — what was that about?" 

“Well ... 1...” 

No ugly bleating vulture in the room. 

I was seeing things again. Another hallucination. I should have known. 

“Are you okay?" Cory asked. 

My whole body was trembling. “Not really,” I said. “This claw is messing up my brain." I reached 
into my pocket and felt the claw. “I have to get rid of it." 

He nodded. “Yeah. As fast as you can." 

I apologized again for wrecking his birthday party. And for trying to pass off the bad-luck claw to 
him. Then I hurried to the kitchen to find Mom. 

“So what happened, Lee?" Mom asked as we drove home. “What went wrong at the party?" 

"Everything," I replied. How could I explain? 

Both hands on the steering wheel, Mom turned to stare at me. “Maybe you could describe it a little 
better than that?" 

“I really can't," I said. “I — I smashed his TV. Then I fell. And I knocked the food over. And then I 
fell again — on the cake. It was all a horrible accident." 

"Were you dizzy?” Mom asked. “Should we take you to Dr. Markoff?” 

“No. I told you — it was an accident,” I said. 

Mom nodded. She gazed out the windshield and bit her bottom lip. She only bites her lip like that 
when she's worried. 

I stared out the car window. We passed a group of kids on bikes. They grinned at me and raised 
their arms. They all had claws instead of hands. 

“Oh, noooo,” I muttered. 

A scrawny gray and black vulture landed on the hood of the car. It stared at me through the 
windshield. Then it raised an ugly, clawless stump at me. 

I'm living a nightmare! I thought. / can t tell what's real and what isn t real. 

My life would never return to normal until I got rid of that horrible claw. 

Mom pulled the car up our driveway. I pushed open my door and bolted out, eager to get going. 

"There's something I have to do,” I said. 

“Yes, there is," Mom replied. “You have to walk Arfy." 

“Huh?” I started to protest. But Mom pushed me toward the house. 

“Give Arfy a good long walk,” she said. “He’s been lying around the house all day. He needs some 
exercise." 

“But, Mom —" 


“No arguing," she said. “Some fresh air will do you good, too.” 

No, it won t, I told myself. Fresh air won t change my luck. Fresh air won t stop these frightening 
hallucinations. 

I stepped into the house first. Arfy was waiting. The big sheepdog leaped onto me and tackled me 
to the floor. Then he wrapped me in a head-lock and planted wet tongue kisses all over my face. 

I screamed. He had a vulture head. He was licking me ... licking me with a disgusting, scratchy 
vulture tongue! 

“Noooo!” I rolled out from under him and jumped to my feet. His head was back to normal now. I 
grabbed his leash off the hook by the back door. I hooked Arfy up, and we headed out the door. 

The late afternoon sun was dipping behind the trees. Long shadows stretched across the front yards. 
Trees shimmered with their fresh leaves. 

“Whoa!” I let out a cry as Arfy started to run. “Slow down! Hey — take it slower!” 

The big guy had been cooped up all day. I could see he wanted to stretch his legs. He wanted to 
run. 

But I wanted to take 1t slow. I needed to be careful, to watch out for more hallucinations. 

“Arfy — stop!" I shouted. *Arfy — stay! Stay, boy!” 

He gave the leash a hard tug and bounded into the middle of the street. I tried to pull him back onto 
the sidewalk. But he was a lot stronger than me. 

“Arfy — stop! Stop!” 

He lowered his furry head and plowed on, picking up speed. Running down the middle of the 
street. 

" Arfy — no!” 

I heard a snap. The leash flew back and hit me in the chest. Arfy kept running. 

Running free! 

The leash had snapped off, and Arfy was on the loose. 

“Stop! STOP!” I screamed. 

This was not a hallucination. This was real. The dog kept running full speed, his four legs pounding 
the street pavement. 

I chased after him, running as fast as I could. But the big dog was galloping now. My legs ached. 
My heart throbbed. I couldn’t catch up. 

“Arfy — please!” I wailed breathlessly. “Please stop!” I was in a total panic now. 

I didn’t see the black car. I only heard the squeal of tires. 

A horn blared right behind me. So close and so loud that I screamed. 

The tires squealed. 

WHUMMMP. 

The car hit me from behind. 

I felt the bump at the bottom of my back. It didn’t feel very strong. 

But it sent me flying. 

I didn’t really have time to know what was happening. 

I landed hard on my back a few feet away. 

I died instantly. 





No. I was alive. I didn't die. 

I didn't even come close to dying. It was hard to believe but I actually wasn't hurt at all. Not a 
scrape. 

I opened my eyes. I was sprawled flat on the pavement. Arfy stood over me. He lowered his head 
and began licking my face. 

A small, dark-haired woman in a short black jacket and black skirt stood staring down at me. She 
had her hands balled into tense fists. Her whole body was trembling. 

“You — you're okay?" Her voice came out in a whisper. “Should I call for an ambulance?" 

I moved my arms and legs. I sat up. “I’m okay,” I said. “I feel fine." 

She let out a long whoosh of air. “I’m so glad,” she said. “I couldn't stop in time. You ran right out 
in front of me." 

"[ was chasing after my dog," I said. I held on to Arfy's leather collar. 

“Can you stand?" The woman reached to help me up. “Does anything hurt? Want me to drive you 
home?" 

Her hands on my shoulders were ice-cold. Her whole body still shook. 

I let her pull me to my feet. I stretched, testing my arms and legs. I rolled my head around, testing 
my neck. 

"['m fine. It wasn't a hard bump,” I told her. “No problem. Really." 

She led me to her car. She insisted she had to drive me home. 

I stuffed Arfy into the backseat. All the way home, I swore to her I felt fine. She pulled up the 
driveway and watched me lead Arfy into the house. She didn't leave till I closed the door. 

Mom was waiting in the kitchen for me. “Lee, you got a phone message. From Coach Taylor. He 
said the tag football game is first thing tomorrow morning." 

“Tomorrow?” 

She nodded. “Is this the final competition for the scholarship?” 

“Yes,” I said. “It’s my last chance.” 

“Do or die," Mom said. 

I wished she hadn't put it that way. 

“I know you'll be a star," she added. She patted my shoulder. Then she made a face. “Ooh. What's 
that smell?" 

I checked the bottom of my sneakers. “Oh, noooo." Pd stepped in dog poop. Both sneakers were 
totally smeared with it. 

No way I can be a star tomorrow, I thought. No way I can escape this bad luck. My life is getting 
more and more dangerous. I was hit by a car because of the claw 

What will happen next? 

I knew I couldn't keep the claw another minute. I grabbed it and swung it around by the rope. Then 
I ran to the backyard. 

Dad keeps our three trash cans behind the garage. I opened the first metal can and stuffed the claw 


inside it. Then I slammed the lid shut. 
My heart was pounding. Sweat poured down my face. But I felt better already. 
The claw was history. Time for my luck to change... 
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At dinner that night, I felt tense. I waited for something bad to happen. 

Would I scald my mouth on the soup? Knock my spaghetti on the floor? Fall off my chair and break 
my neck? 

When that didn't happen, it made me even more nervous. 

I kept picturing the claw in the trash can behind the garage. Was it still too nearby? Could it still 
cause me all kinds of danger? 

Dad wiped the spaghetti sauce off his chin and turned to me with a solemn expression. “I’ve got 
bad news, Lee,” he said softly. 

I gasped. *Wh-what?" I stammered. 

A smile slowly crossed his face. “I could only get tickets in the second row for the Stampede game 
next Saturday night," he said. 

Of course, he was making a joke. 

"That's awesome!" I cried. “Second row. Wow!” 

He nodded. “We’ll have fun.” 

“Dad, what day do they pick up the trash?" I asked. 

He squinted at me. “The trash? It’s out back? Why?” 

I shrugged. “Just wondering.” 

“Tomorrow, I think," Mom said. “Why on earth do you care about the trash, Lee?" 

I had to think fast. “Uh ... we're studying trash in school,” I said. 

Pretty good answer — right? 

We had chocolate chip cookies for dessert. Just as we were finishing, the doorbell rang. 

I shut my eyes. The sound sent a shiver down my back. 

Was someone bringing bad news? Was my bad luck starting up again? 

I hurried to the front door. Pulled it open — and let out a cry. 

“Laura!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here?" 

She made a face at me. “Oh. Nice welcome. Thanks. Great to see you, too.” 

I could feel myself blushing. “But — But —" I sputtered. “I didn't expect —” 

She rolled her eyes. “I texted you twice this afternoon. Don’t you read your texts? I said I was 
coming over to fill out the science work sheets with you.” 

“Uh ... really?” 

I couldn’t believe it. Laura came over to do homework with me. That was definitely good news. 

Maybe ... just maybe ... the evil spell of the claw had ended. 

She was wearing a yellow sweater over a blue T-shirt and dark jeans with silver studs around the 
pockets. 

She pushed past me into the house, bumping me with her backpack. Mom and Dad greeted her from 
the dining room. She followed me in. Mom offered her some cookies. 

I picked up a cookie, bit off a big chunk of it — and it went down the wrong pipe. I started to 
choke. 


I made a horrible wheezing sound. I couldn't breathe in or out. 

Dad slapped me hard on the back. A wet glob of cookie came flying out of my mouth and splatted 
the front of Laura's sweater. 

She lifted it off with two fingers and set it down on a plate. *You're gross," she said. 

“I think Arfy taught him how to eat,” Dad said. 

It was a joke. A really lame joke. But Laura laughed like it was a riot. 

Did the claw make me choke? I asked myself. I pictured it in the trash can out back. Was it still too 
nearby? 

Laura and I went into the den to fill out the science sheets. We sat down beside each other on the 
green leather couch and rested the papers on the coffee table in front of us. 

I couldn't relax. I couldn't concentrate. 

I was so totally ready for disaster. 

Laura had to do most of the work. 

The vulture claw was just too close to forget about. 

“Hey, I was hit by a car this afternoon,” I blurted out. 

Laura gazed hard at me. “Ha!” she said. “I don't get it." 

"It's not a joke," I said. “I was hit by a car. Really." 

“And you got up and walked away?" she said. “Who are you supposed to be? Superman?" 

“Never mind," I muttered. I could see she was not going to believe me. 

Laura tapped her pencil on the coffee table. *You know, I’m playing in the football game tomorrow 
morning, too," she said. 

“Yeah, I know,” I replied. “So?” 

“So you and Cory don’t think that I have a chance — do you?” 

“Of course you have a chance,” I said. I groaned. “You’re way ahead of me.” 

“You and Cory are both total weirdos," she said. She poked me in the stomach with the eraser end 
of her pencil. 

“We are not!” I said. *Why are we weirdos?" 

“Walking around wearing those ugly claw things?” she said, shaking her head. “I couldn’t believe 
when you tried to give him one, and he already had one.” 

“Yeah. That was a little weird,” I admitted. Then I added: “But I got rid of mine." 

Laura's mouth dropped open. *Excuse me?" 

“I dumped mine in the trash out back," I said. “It was bad news. I don't believe in good-luck 
charms." 

She laughed. “You’re going to need a good-luck charm at the game tomorrow. I'm going to trash 
both you guys." 

We filled out the work sheets. I don't think glaciers are very interesting. But Miss Harrison must 
like them a lot. She keeps giving us assignment after assignment about the glaciers. 

Laura and I had a few more cookies. In fact, we finished the plate. Then she went home. *Good 
luck tomorrow," she said as she stepped out the door. 

I'll need it, I thought. 

My last chance. 

Later, I changed into my pajamas and got ready for bed. I felt restless. My stomach kept growling 
and groaning. 





I knew I couldn't relax until the trash was picked up and the claw was carried away. 

A soft breeze blew my curtains. I stepped up to my window and gazed outside. My window faces 
the backyard. I could see Dad's vegetable garden. 

The tomato plants tilted on their poles. A branch had fallen off the maple tree next to the garage. It 
lay in the grass, raised at one end like a fat snake. 

Moonlight made the grass shimmer like silver. And ... and... 

What was that dark object slithering through the silver grass? 

Like a dark glove scrabbling toward the house. 

I stared down at it, frozen in terror. I watched it slide and crawl through the bright moonlight. 

The claw. The claw ... crawling back. 

“Nooooooo.” I sent a horrified howl out the window. “Nooooooo.” 





I spun away from the window and took a deep breath. I could feel the blood pulsing at my temples. 

This can't be happening. 

This is impossible. 

The claw was crawling to the house, bringing its bad luck back to me. 

Returning so that it could ruin my chances tomorrow morning. 

No. No way! 

Before I realized what I was doing, I was running barefoot down the stairs. The house was dark. 
Mom and Dad must have been sound asleep. 

I was in my pajamas, but I didn't care. I burst out the kitchen door and ran into the backyard. My 
bare feet slipped and slid on the wet, dewy grass. 

A cool breeze blew against my hot face. My pajama shirt fluttered like a kite in the wind. 

White moonlight poured over the lawn. The backyard gleamed, almost as bright as day. 

Where is it? Where? 

My eyes scanned the lawn as I ran. I had to find it. 

What would I do with it when I did? Heave it as far as I could? 

I jumped over the fallen tree limb. The old maple tree creaked and groaned in the strong breeze. 

In the bright moonlight, I could see every weed, every blade of grass. 

And there it was! The dark claw! Scrabbling slowly ... so slowly ... through the wet grass. 

I stopped, my heart pounding so hard that my chest ached. My knees nearly folded. I took another 
deep breath, trying to steady myself. 

Then I lowered myself to take a closer look at the crawling claw. 

“Oh, wow," I murmured out loud. “Oh, wow." 

Not the claw. 

It wasn't the claw. It was a small box turtle. Its square shell dark against the shimmering grass. 

A box turtle. Crawling slowly over the backyard. 

A laugh escaped my throat. I wanted to cheer. But that might wake up my parents. 

A light was on in the kitchen window next door. Did the neighbors see me out here in my pajamas? 

Would they think it was weird that I ran out late at night to stare at a box turtle? 

Well, yes, it was weird. But my life had been weird lately. 

No more. No more weirdness, I told myself. 

I turned to the trash cans behind the garage. The lids were all tightly clamped shut. The claw was 
safe inside its can. 

As I stared, the metal cans made a rattling sound. 

I started to panic. But I caught myself. And laughed again. 

They were rattling because of the wind. 

It had to be the wind. Right? 
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Early the next morning, I dropped my backpack in my gym locker and started to get dressed for the 
football competition. 

It was only tag football. But Coach Taylor made everyone wear full equipment — knee pads, 
shoulder pads, and a helmet. 

I tried on three helmets, and they were all too big for me. I never knew I had such a tiny head! 
Finally, I just took one of the big ones. I figured it was no big deal if it slipped around a little. 

Some of the guys were goofing on one another, making jokes and bumping one another into the 
lockers. But I stayed quiet in my corner of the locker room. I wanted to concentrate. 

This was the most important game of my life. 

Cory came in when I was almost in my uniform. He tossed his backpack against the wall and set his 
helmet down on the bench. He started to unlock his locker. 

“How’s it going, Lee?" he asked. 

“Not bad,” I said. “Actually, I feel good. I feel good about this game.” 

“Me, too," he said. 

He pulled off his T-shirt and stuffed it in the locker. Then he lifted the good-luck claw off his neck. 
He set it down on the bench beside the helmet. 

"['m going to the Stampede game at the arena Saturday,” Cory said. He struggled with the shoulder 
pads. Realized he had them on backward. Took them off and started again. 

“I get to sit on the bench and hang out with the players,” he said. 

"['m going to the game, too," I told him. “My dad got tickets in the second row." 

“Awesome,” Cory said. He tightened the shoulder-pad straps. “Maybe I could get a ride with you, 
Lee. My parents are going somewhere Saturday night, and they didn't want to drive me." 

“Sure,” I said. “T 11 tell my dad to stop at your house.” 

Yes, we were in a competition to the death. But Cory and I were still friends. It was a friendly 
competition. 

Except ... staring at his vulture claw on the bench, I suddenly didn’t feel so friendly. 

I mean, it wasn’t fair. Really. 

I mean, I was happy I got rid of my bad luck. But Cory still had his good-luck charm. Cory still had 
all the good luck. 

That meant I was going to lose today. Lose the game and lose my last chance for the scholarship. 

“Anything wrong?” Cory’s question broke into my thoughts. 

“No. No problem,” I said. I grabbed the big helmet and started to pull it over my hair. “This thing 
weighs a ton.” 

Cory started to answer. But Coach Taylor stepped up to his locker. “Cory, would you do me a 
favor? I left my playbook in my office on the second floor. Would you run up and get it for me?” 

“Sure,” Cory said. He pulled a jersey down over the shoulder pads. Then he took off toward the 
locker-room door. 

I set my helmet back on the bench. I saw that I hadn’t tightened the laces on my football cleats. I sat 


down and started to work on them. 

My eyes stopped on the object on the floor. A claw. Cory's claw. He didn't put it back. It must have 
fallen off the bench. 

My brain started to whir. Thoughts flashed through my mind like comets. All kinds of thoughts. 
Including evi/ thoughts. 

The claw sat inches away from me. I gazed around. No one was looking. Most of the other guys had 
already run out to the football field. 

I picked up Cory's claw. I rubbed my fingers over it. 

Should I do it? Should I? 

I couldn't resist. 

Cory was my friend. But I really needed to outplay him today. 

I raised the claw to my mouth and kissed it. 

Then I turned it over and kissed the back. 

Then I kissed both sides again. Then I planted kisses all over it. 

All those kisses got it a little wet. I dried it off on the front of my football jersey. Then I placed it 
back on the floor exactly where it had fallen. 

Did I feel bad about what I just did? 

Not really. If the claw brought Cory a little bad luck this afternoon, it would just even things up. 
You know. Make it more fair. 

I pulled the helmet over my head and started to the door. Cory burst in, and we almost collided. 

“Good game," he said. 

“You, too," I said. 

We bumped knuckles. And I trotted out to the field. 
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Coach Taylor divided us up into Team Offense and Team Defense. After ten or fifteen minutes, we 
switched teams. 

Cory and Laura played on Team Offense at first. I was on Team Defense. 

I readied myself. Clenched my jaw. Tightened every muscle. I was totally psyched. 

I leaned into position and stretched my arms out at my sides. No one was going to get past me. No 
one. 

Cory started as quarterback for Team Offense. On the first play, he handed the ball to Gray Haddox. 
Gray burst through the line for a few yards. Then he was swarmed on and tagged by three or four 
players on my team. 

On the next play, Cory dropped back to pass. I shot through the line, waving my hands above my 
head. I grabbed him around the waist. “You’re tagged." 

Coach Taylor blew his whistle. He pointed at me. “No tackling!" 

I shrugged my shoulder pads. “That was a tag," I said. 

I felt good. Taylor saw how enthusiastic I was. And he saw me make a really good play on Cory. 

One point for Lee Hargrove. 

The coach whistled for us to start play again. 

This time, Cory kept the ball and ran to the other side, away from me. I rocketed across the field. 
Reached out for him ... reached... 

... And just missed him. 

He ran for a touchdown. 

Score one for Lucky Duckworth. 

Cory's team took the ball on offense again. Some kids had gathered on the sidelines to watch the 
contest. 

I leaned into my defensive stance. I readied myself. Focus, I told myself. Stay alert. Focus. You 
can do this. You can win this. 

Cory tossed the ball to Laura. She tore through the line, zigzagged like crazy, and ran for about 
twenty yards. 

Not bad. Especially for a girl. 

There were four girls in the game. Four girls trying for the scholarship. All of them had done pretty 
well in bowling and tennis. But Laura was the best of the four. 

Did she have a chance to win and go to Sports Camp? 

Well, yes. She had a chance. Of course, she had a small chance. 

Did I still have a chance? If I made a few more really awesome plays, the answer would be yes. 

Id score some points with Coach Taylor for playing well. And if I could score enough 
sportsmanship points and Most Improved points, I could definitely win the prize. 

I tensed myself. Forced myself to breathe slowly, steadily. Kept my eyes moving. 

Superstar time. All-pro time. KILLER time. 

On the next play, Cory kept the ball. He cut left, then cut right. He had the ball tucked tightly under 
his arm and his helmet lowered. And he was thundering in a straight line — right at me! 


I stuck out my arms. Lowered my helmet. Tightened my stance. 

Ready to tag him. Ready for him as he ran toward me. Ready. 
“OWWWWWWWWOOOOOO.” 

Was that me shrieking like that? Did I hear him shrieking, too? 

The pain rocketed from my head down my body. A tidal wave of throbbing, hammering pain. 
Everything went black even before I hit the ground. 





“What happened?" 

My voice came out in a hoarse whisper. I struggled to see but everything was a blur. It hurt to raise 
my head. I lowered it to the grass. 

Someone had removed my helmet. It lay a few feet away from me. 

“Am I alive?" I croaked. 

Coach Taylor appeared above me. “I think you’re okay. Let’s try to sit you up.” 

He pushed me from behind. I groaned. But the pain was starting to fade. 

The ground tilted down. The trees beyond the playground wouldn’t come into focus. 

I saw Cory sitting across from me, his legs spread. His helmet was off, and he kept shaking his 
head. 

“Whoa,” he murmured. “Whoa.” 

“What happened?” I asked Coach Taylor. “Was it an earthquake or something?" 

“You two butted heads," Taylor said. “You went down and Laura picked up the ball and scored a 
touchdown." 

I squinted past him. Laura stood in a line with the other players. She still had the football in her 
hands. Everyone looked really frightened. No one made a sound. 

“We have to check you two out for concussions,” Taylor said. “Do you think you can walk back 
into the school?" 

It took a while to stand up. My head throbbed. I was totally dizzy. 

Cory took a few staggering steps. I could see he was dizzy, too. 

Coach Taylor helped us both into the locker room. “Get changed," he said. “I’m taking you to a 
doctor to get you checked out." 

Cory and I grunted replies. 

“Sorry, guys," Taylor said. “That collision was really bad luck.” He turned and headed back 
outside. 

Bad luck. 

The words rang in my spinning, pulsing head. 

Bad luck. 

Well, I knew why Cory had bad luck. I gave it to him by kissing his vulture claw. I turned his claw 
into a bad-luck charm. 

But ... why did I have such bad luck? I had thrown the claw in the trash. 

“Do you have your phone?" Cory asked. He rubbed his eyes. “I want to call my mom and tell her 
we're going to see the doctor." 

“Sure,” I said. I pulled my backpack out of the locker. I unzipped it and reached inside. 

I knew my cell phone was somewhere near the bottom. 

I fumbled around, pushing stuff out of the way. 

My hand wrapped around something tucked between two textbooks. 

I pulled it out — and stared in shock at my vulture claw. 





The doctor checked out Cory and me and said we were okay. No concussions. He said we might have 
headaches for a while. 

My headache got worse. I couldn't stop thinking about the claw. Of course, one question kept 
repeating 1n my mind: How did it get from the trash can to the bottom of my backpack? 

It was all I could think about. And I couldn't come up with an answer. 

I was still thinking about it on the morning of the Awards Assembly at school. 

Our school has the Awards Assembly in the auditorium every spring near the end of the school 
year. All kinds of awards are given out. Sports awards, academic awards, public service awards. 
There is even an award for the Best Smile. 

It was a tense morning for me. Because the winner of the Sports Camp scholarship was also being 
announced. 

Cory and I sat together near the back of the auditorium. We were both too tense to talk. 

I knew I hadn't played well enough to win. But maybe I stood a chance. Maybe I scored points for 
Desire, and Enthusiasm, and Sportsmanship, and Improvement. 

Those could put me over the top. 

Cory and I kept glancing at each other as the awards were handed out and kids came to the stage to 
accept them. I could see that he was just as stressed as I was. 

We sat twitching and squirming through the Mayor's Trophy for Most Litter Picked Up on the 
Playground. And the award for Loudest Singer in Music Class. 

I couldn't sit still. My hands were sweaty and cold. My stomach kept growling and doing flip- 
flops. 

I nearly jumped when Ms. Lincoln, our principal, announced it was time to reveal the Sports Camp 
scholarship winner. 

I held my breath. I glanced at Cory. He had gone pale. 

“We have three finalists," Ms. Lincoln said. “Td like to call all three to the stage now." 

I still hadn't taken a breath. I was too tense to breathe! 

The principal read the list of names into the microphone: “Cory Duckworth ... Laura Grodin ... 
and ..." 

And? 

*...Lee Hargrove.” 

Yes! 

I let my breath out in a long whoosh. My legs trembled as I climbed up from my seat and started 
down the long aisle to the stage. 

Cory stopped me in the wings. “Here. Take this,” he said. “For luck.” 

He pulled his vulture claw off and draped it around my neck. 

“No. Please —" I gasped. I tried to shove it back to him. 

“You need it more than I do," Cory said. “You’re my best friend. I know how much you want this. 
Maybe it'll bring you luck." 

I frantically tried to hand the claw back to him. He didn't know that I had kissed it. He was trying 


to do a nice thing. He didn't know it was bad luck now. 

“Cory — take it back!” I cried. “Please —" 

I glanced up at the stage. Ms. Lincoln was staring down at us. She didn’t look happy. 

“Cory? Lee? What’s your problem?” she demanded. “You both have stage fright?” 

The whole auditorium burst into laughter. 

I had no choice. I followed Cory onto the stage. The bad-luck claw hung heavy on my neck. No 
way to give it back to him. 

So there we were. Cory, Laura, and I standing in a line onstage in front of the whole school. Talk 
about awkward. I couldn’t decide where to put my hands. Finally, I jammed them into my jeans 
pockets. 

The vulture claw dangled over my chest. I wanted to rip it off and toss it away. 

But how could I? Cory wouldn’t understand. He would never forgive me. 

The principal was saying something about how sorry she was she had only one scholarship to hand 
out. I couldn’t really hear her. I couldn’t hear anything over the beating of my heart. 

Just tell us who won! I thought. Don t make a speech. 

Please tell us the winner! 

Was Cory as nervous as me? I turned to him — and gasped. 

I took a staggering step back. 

As I stared in horror, Cory's face ... his whole body started to change. 

Black feathers poked out of his arms. Feathers uncurled all over his skin. 

His body shifted and grew taller. His neck stretched as his head appeared to tighten ... tighten like 
a fist. 

His blue eyes disappeared into his face. His mouth vanished, too. Vanished under black feathers. 
And a long, curved beak poked out of his head. 

His jeans dropped away. I could see his feathery legs. Thick gray and black feathers covered his 
whole body. His arms folded up. Folded into wide, flapping wings. 

Cory opened his beak in a long, hoarse honk. 

His body grew until he loomed over me. I stood frozen in his shadow. The shadow of a gigantic 
vulture. 

He squawked again. The sound sent chills to the back of my neck. 

Then Cory lowered his vulture head. Two tiny black eyes glared at me from over the long, curved 
beak. The beak opened and snapped at my face. 

Snapped. Snapped again. Ripped at my cheeks. He raised his huge wings and dove for my throat. 

I raised both arms to shield myself. Did he plan to tear me apart? 

I staggered back. I opened my beak and let out a shrill squawk of rage. I raised my wings and — 

Huh? 

I lowered my gaze. I shrieked my surprise. I was a vulture, too. I had changed without even 
realizing it. Without even feeling it! 

I narrowed my eyes at the Cory vulture. My feathers stood on end. I stretched my wings back and 
lowered my head. Ready to attack. 

He dove at me. But I dodged to the side. I drove my sharp beak deep into his throat. 

He raised his head in a hoarse cry of pain. Then he leaped high and shot his talons into my 
feathered chest. 


It knocked me off-balance. I toppled onto my side, and he dove on top of me. 

We wrestled on the stage floor, squawking and tearing at each other. 

I could hear the horrified screams and cries of the kids in the auditorium. 

This is going to be an assembly they 'll never forget! I thought. 

Cory ripped at my chest feathers with his sharp talons. I gave a hard twist — and shoved him off 
me. 

Then I opened my beak and aimed for his throat. 

Got to kill him! I told myself. Only way to win this fight. Kill! KILL! 





A week later, Cory and I were walking down my street. School was over, and we were still getting 
used to having the whole day free. 

It was a warm day. The air smelled like fresh-cut grass. Bright green leaves were starting to open 
on the trees. 

Cory laughed and shook his head. "I can't believe you and I had a wrestling match on the 
auditorium stage." 

“In front of the whole school,” I added. “Did you see the look on Ms. Lincoln's face? She was so 
shocked, she froze. She couldn't move!” 

“I didn’t see her," Cory said. “I was too busy trying to fight you off.” 

We both laughed. We had to laugh about it. Otherwise, it would be too embarrassing. 

“We actually tried to kill each other,” I said. “I totally thought you had turned into a giant vulture.” 

“How weird is that?" Cory said. “I didn't know why you were fighting me. I just thought you 
freaked out." 

“We were lucky it was the last week of school," I said. “Otherwise, we would have been sent 
home. Suspended." 

We walked another block in silence. Some kids were tossing a red Frisbee in front of a house on 
the corner. Two dogs stood in the driveway barking at each toss. 

“How did you get rid of that claw?" Cory asked. 

“Rode my bike to the other side of town and dropped them both in a sewer,” I said. 

“Huh? I gave you my claw. You tossed it away?” Cory said. 

“Your claw was bad luck, too," I told him. “Didn’t you figure that out? They were both bad luck." 

“Hey — there's Laura," he said, pointing. 

She stood at the bottom of her driveway. Next to her, I saw two suitcases, a rolled-up sleeping bag, 
and some other junk. 

She waved as Cory and I walked closer. *How's it going?" she called. 

We stopped at the edge of her driveway. I glanced down the street. “You waiting for the Sports 
Camp bus?” 

She nodded. “I’m so excited." 

“Yeah. You’re going to have fun,” I said. 

I tried to sound cheerful. I didn’t want her to think I was bitter about the whole thing. 

But Laura only won the scholarship because Cory and I fought onstage and were disqualified. 

The yellow camp bus rumbled up to us and stopped. A driver in a gray uniform climbed down and 
started to load Laura’s stuff into the luggage compartment. 

“Well, bye,” she said. She started to the bus. “See you in the fall.” 

She started to climb on, then stopped. She turned to us with a grin. “By the way, how did those 
claws work out for you?” 

“Huh?” I stared at her. 

“You never figured out that I was the one who sent them to you guys?" Laura asked, still grinning. 

“No way!” Cory and I cried together. 


She laughed. “Before I sent them to you, I kissed them both. I kissed them all over. I knew you'd 
wear them. And I knew I’d have all the good luck." 

Cory blinked. “You kissed them first? Then how come Lee and I had good luck for a while?" 

Laura shrugged. “Beats me. I guess the kisses just take a while to kick in.” 

She turned to me. “And I'll bet you never guessed that I pulled the claw from your trash can that 
night. And I stuck it in your backpack before the football game the next morning.” 

I sighed. *No. I never guessed.” 

“Well, I really wanted to win,” Laura said. “Sometimes you have to make your OWN luck — 
right?” 


She climbed onto the camp bus. “Bye, guys!” she called. “Have an awesome summer!” 


WELCOME BACK TO 
THE HALL QF HORRORS 


Well, Lee, that was a strange story with an unhappy ending — for you. 

Actually, I think you were lucky. Lucky that you and Cory didn’t rip each other to shreds with your 
beaks and claws. 

Oh. But that was just a hallucination — right? 

Good-luck charms can be very powerful. That’s why I wear this black widow spider around my 
neck. So far, it has only bitten me twice. 

That’s lucky, right? 

Thank you for bringing your story to me. I am the Story-Keeper. And I will keep your story here 
where it belongs. You know, here in the Hall of Horrors, There’s Always Room for One More 
Scream. 


YOU'RE GOING TO WANT TO SEE THIS! 





ARE YOU READY TO FACE A BRAND- 
NEW NIGHTMARE? 


“I don't want to go to Polly Martin's Halloween party," I said. “I’m twelve years old, and I think I 
should be allowed to decide what parties I want to go to.” 

I punched the couch cushion. “Polly gives the lamest parties on Earth. No. In the universe. Her 
parties are so lame, they give the word /ame a bad name." 

My friend Devin O’ Bannon laughed. “You’re funny, Lu-Ann." 

"I'm not being funny!” I screamed. “I’m serious. Why should Halloween be ruined because —" 

"You've been friends with Polly since kindergarten," Devin said. He jammed a handful of popcorn 
into his mouth. 

“You sound like my mom,” I grumbled. “Just because we've known each other forever doesn't 
mean we're friends." 

Devin said something, but his mouth was so loaded with popcorn, I couldn't understand a word he 
said. What a slob. But that's okay. I mean, all my friends are jokers and weirdos. 

Devin and I were sitting on opposite ends of the couch in my den. We both had our feet up on the 
coffee table. Devin kept scooping up handfuls of popcorn from the big bowl my mom made. Half of 
them went into his mouth, the other half on the couch and floor. 

My side of the couch was clean. I don't like popcorn. I only like sweets. I knew there was a carton 
of rocky road ice cream in the freezer. But I was feeling too lazy to get up and get it. Too lazy and too 
upset. 

“You know the other thing I hate about Polly’s parties?" I said. 

He grinned. “Besides everything?” 

“She makes you pay,” I said. “Five dollars a person. Why do we have to pay money to be bored? I 
can be bored just sitting here with you." 

“Thanks, Lu-Ann. You're a pal." 

You can tell by the way I tease Devin that I like him a lot. 

“Five dollars," I muttered. 

“Well, you know Polly. She’s never seen a dollar bill she didn’t like.” 

“Guess Polly’s idea of a great party game,” I said with a moan. 

"Spin the Bottle?" 

“No. Shut up. That's too exciting. Her idea of a good game is rubbing a balloon on your forehead 
until the static electricity makes it stick. Then seeing who can keep the balloon on his face the 
longest." 

Devin laughed again. *Got any balloons? We could practice." 

I gave him a hard shove. “Why do you keep laughing? It isn't funny.” 

He spit out an unpopped kernel. Then he stuck it on my nose. 

I slapped his hand away. “You are so immature." 

“I learned it from you." 

"Could you be any less funny?" 

“T could try.” 

I grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bowl and dropped it in his red, curly hair. He shook his 


head hard, sending popcorn flying all over the den. 

As I said, I like Devin a lot. He's fun. Not like Polly Martin. 

Polly is sweet and nice. Really. She's very smart and a total knockout with her big green eyes and 
dazzling smile. Like a toothpaste model or something. 

Her problem is that she’s soooo serious. All the time. I mean, she smiles sometimes, but I’ve never 
seen her laugh. She doesn't get jokes. She never knows when you're teasing her. She's into Green 
Power and saving the bald eagles and she's a vegetarian. You get the picture. 

Not that there's anything wrong with all that. But I told you, my friends are all jokers and clowns 
and goof-offs. So it's hard to stay close friends with her. 

“Why do you think being forced to go to Polly's Halloween party is so funny?" I asked Devin. “You 
have to go, too." 

“No, I don’t.” 

“Excuse me? Why don’t you?” 

His grin faded. He raised his eyes to the TV on the wall. We had it on with the sound off. The TV is 
always on in my house. Don’t ask me why. There was some cooking contest on the screen, with teams 
of people scrambling to make cup-cakes as fast as they could. 

“Lu-Ann, you might think you’re the unluckiest person in the universe,” Devin said. “But I am. I 
would kill to go to Polly’s Halloween party.” 

“You're joking, right?" 

“I wish.” He let out a sad sigh. “My Halloween is going to be a Zot lamer than yours.” 

I stared at him, waiting for him to continue. 

He brushed more popcorn from his hair. “Do you know how to spell tragic?" 

“Of course I do. I didn’t have to take first grade three times like you.” 

“I only took it twice," he said. “My life is tragic, Lu-Ann. My Halloween will be tragic. It’s the 
perfect word." 

Devin and I talk about perfect words sometimes. He knows I want to be a writer when I’m older. 
I'mreally good at thinking up stories. Everyone says I have an awesome imagination. 

My mom says my imagination is too awesome. She doesn't mean that in a nice way. She wishes I 
was more serious, like my little brother, Mitch. 

“Don’t keep me in suspense, creep,” I said. “Just tell me what's so tragic." 

“My dad bought a pumpkin farm," he said. 

*Your dad isn't a farmer. He works at an insurance company. Oh. Sorry. I mean, he worked at an 
insurance company. I know he's been looking for work. But ... pumpkins?" 

Devin rolled his brown eyes. “Tell me about it. Actually, he just leased it. It's one of those Pick- 
Your-Own-Pumpkin places. You know. You walk in the field and pull your own pumpkins off the 
vine. Big thrill, right?" 

“We did that when I was five," I said. “I thought those long, twisty vines were creepy. Mitch was 
two and he started to cry. So we had to leave." 

"['m going to cry, too," Devin said. “But Dad thinks he's going to make a fortune selling pumpkins. 
It’s only one week till Halloween. How many pumpkins can he sell?” 

I shook my head. “Oh, wow." 

“Wait,” Devin said. “Here comes the tragic part. He got permission to take me out of school all 
week so I can help out on the farm." 


“Oh, noooo,” I moaned. 

“Oh, yes. So where am I going to be spending Halloween? In a pumpkin patch.” 

“No way. No way." 

“Polly’s party will be a total thrill by comparison," Devin said, shaking his head. 

His hand scraped the bottom of the popcorn bowl. “Hey, what happened to all the popcorn?” 

“Very funny. Most of it’s stuck to your teeth.” 

I was joking around, but I felt bad for him. He’s not a farm kind of guy. He actually spent his first 
seven years in New York City. Then his dad got transferred here to Dayton, Ohio. 

But Devin is a city dude. 

"You're just going to rot with the pumpkins," I said sadly. 

He sighed. “Thanks for trying to cheer me up.” 

That made us both laugh. I checked the clock on the cable box. Then I jumped to my feet. “See you 
when you get back,” I said. “Good luck.” I gave him a hard, phony handshake. 

He stood up. “Lu-Ann, where are you going?” he asked as I pushed him toward the front door. 

“I have to go scare my little brother now." 


I tell my brother, Mitch, a scary story every night before he goes to sleep. I just make them up as I go 
along. 

Mitch likes my stories and he hates them at the same time. He doesn't really like to be scared. He 
grits his teeth and shuts his fists and pretends he's brave. 

I don't want to torture the poor kid. But I only know how to tell scary stories. That's the only kind 
of story I can dream up. I guess I just have a scary mind. 

Mitch and I look alike a little bit. We both have straight black hair and dark eyes and round faces. 
I'm very thin, but he's pretty chubby. Mom says he hasn't lost his baby fat. 

How do you think that line goes over with Mitch? 

Not too well. 

Mitch is a quiet, serious kid. He's only eight, but he likes to read endlessly long fantasy books 
about ancient kingdoms and dragons and battles and stuff. 

He gets straight A's at Meadowdale, his elementary school. But he doesn't have a lot of friends. 

I think it's because he's so quiet and shy. 

We get along great even though we're so different. The only thing we fight about is breakfast — 
toaster waffles or toaster pancakes? He goes for waffles, and I like the pancakes. Mom says it would 
be silly to buy both. So ... big fights in the supermarket. 

I took Mitch into the kitchen for his nightly bedtime snack — Oreos and a glass of milk to dip them 
in. Then we headed upstairs. Mitch climbed into his platform bed and pulled up the covers. 

Dad got him a platform bed down on the floor because he tosses and turns and rolls around a lot at 
night. And he was always falling out of his old bed and hurting himself. 

"What's the story about?" he asked, fluffing the pillow behind his head. “Don’t make it too scary, 
okay?" 

“Okay. Not too scary,” I said. Total lie. 

“Tonight’s story is about an evil old man. The man was so evil, he could turn himself into a 
snarling, clawing monster. Just by concentrating on being evil." 

“What’s his name?" 

“His name was Mitch,” I said. “Stop interrupting.” 

“No. Really. What was his name?" 

“His name was Evil Boris. But people just called him Evil. Everyone was afraid of him. Every 
night, Evil Boris would take a walk around town and do something evil." 

“Like what?" 

I had the bedroom lights turned low. Mitch's dark eyes glowed in the dim light, wide with fright. 
His hands gripped the top of the blanket. I told the story in a whisper, just to make it scarier. 

“Evil Boris liked to step on cats. Some nights he picked up big, metal trash cans and poured 
garbage into people's cars. He crushed birds in his bare hands. He liked to smash windows on houses 
just to hear the crackling glass sound. And — and guess what else?" 

“What else?" Mitch asked in a tiny voice. 

"Once a week, he ate someone." 


“He ate people?" Mitch asked. 

“He only ate kids, about your age," I said. 

I almost laughed. I love making up these stories. And it makes me happy when I can think of creepy 
ideas like that. 

“He liked to taste them first. Maybe he'd start by chewing on an arm. Sometimes he started with a 
leg. But the strange thing is ... Evil Boris always saved the head for last.” 

Mitch made a gulping sound. 

“Can you picture it?” I whispered. “Can you picture Evil Boris turning himself into a fanged 
monster and pulling apart someone your age ... chewing ... chewing ... chewing and swallowing.” 

“Stop, Lu-Ann,” Mitch begged. “I don’t want to picture it. You said you wouldn’t make it too 
scary.” 

“But I didn’t tell you the scary part,” I whispered. “Don’t you want to hear the scary part?” 

“No!” Mitch shouted. “No, I don't." 

“The scary part is ... Evil Boris lives in your closet, Mitch. He lives in the back of your clothes 
closet.” 

“Noooo!” 

Uh-oh. I think I went too far. Mitch was starting to lose it. 

I could see the bedcovers trembling. And I saw the dark glow of his wide, frightened eyes. 

“Mitch,” I said softly. I patted his shoulder. “It’s just a story. It isn’t true.” I smoothed a hand 
through his thick, dark hair. “I made the whole thing up. Don’t be afraid.” 

“Too scary," he murmured. His eyes were on the clothes closet across the bedroom. 

“Go ahead. Check out the closet,” I said. I tugged him up. “Go look in the closet. You'll see. It’s 
empty. There’s no one in there.” 

He pulled back. “I don’t want to.” 

“Its just a story,” I said. “Quick. Go look in the closet. Prove it to yourself. Then you can go to 
sleep.” 

He climbed slowly to his feet. His eyes were locked on the closet door. He crossed the room to the 
closet. 

“Go ahead. Open it,” I urged. “Youll see. No one there." 

Mitch grabbed the door handle. He pulled open the door — and a hideous old man with long curled 
fangs and a dangling eyeball came roaring out at him. 

Mitch opened his mouth in a shriek of horror. 

I clapped my hands to my face. “My story!” I cried. “It came true!” 
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